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Figure 1. IS-controlled areas from 2015 to 2019. Source: Conflict Monitor by IHS Markit 

 

 

Figure 2. Populations of camps for displaced people in Northern Syria. IS suspects’ families are detained at al-Hol, Roj and 
Ain Issa. Source: BBC News (2019, 14 October). 
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

A young boy stands in front of the camera while he shouts the well-known phrase used in Islam 

to praise their God. What happens next shocks the international community: the young boy 

presses a button, which in turn detonates a car with three prisoners inside of it. This is perhaps 

the Islamic States’ (IS)1 most notorious piece of propaganda as the young boy turned out to be 

the 4-year-old British Isa Dare. IS’ utilization of children as executioners has caused possibly 

the biggest shock and feelings of hopelessness for the international community so far 

(Pokalova, 2020). Ever since 2011, there has been an ongoing civil war in Syria. Millions of 

Syrians have fled their country fearing for their lives. Nevertheless, there has been a growing 

number of foreigners making the reverse journey (De Bont, Weggemans, Peters & Bakker, 

2017). Many studies appeared since such a significant number of Western individuals traveled 

to IS-controlled territories. Possible threats that the returning fighters could pose were the 

focus of many publications in the early period of the conflict. Not much was known about the 

individuals who traveled to Syria and Iraq and their motivations to do so, but as the war 

progressed, more and more information came to the surface about their identities and 

motivations to join the terrorist group (Van San, 2019).  

However, a topic less is known about, is that of the consequences of such a decision to 

travel abroad to IS-territory for the children of those travelers. According to the Dutch National 

Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism (NCTV) and the Dutch General Intelligence 

and Security Service (AIVD) (2017), individuals traveling towards IS-controlled territory often 

do not travel alone, but take their families with them. A consequence of that decision is that 

there is an increasing number of children born in or brought to IS-territory, having to live 

under IS rule (NCTV & AIVD, 2017). Strict rules on education, clothing, law enforcement and 

the roles of men and women apply. Individuals who did not submit to the strict rules were 

harshly punished. Life in IS-controlled territories is hard and traumatizing for children and 

daily confrontations with violence and death, often even the death of a family member, add to 

that trauma (De Bont et al., 2017).  

Particularly children originating from Western countries are expected to have 

difficulties adjusting to their new surroundings. Those children are confronted with violence 

and death to a much greater extent than their peers in many of their home countries. They are 

often present at public executions and therefore witnesses of beheadings and other physical 

punishments. In the days that follow, they cannot prevent themselves from seeing the publicly 

displayed corpses, resulting in desensitization when they are still very young (NCTV & AIVD, 

2017; Pokalova, 2020). IS has put a lot of effort into the systematization of the involvement of 

 
1 The terrorist organization has been referred to in a variety of ways. Including: ‘Islamic State’ (IS), ‘Islamic State 
in Iraq and the Levant’ (ISIL), ‘Islamic State in Iraq and Syria’ (ISIS) and the Arabic form Daesh (De Bont, 
Weggemans, Peters & Bakker, 2017). For the readability of this thesis, the abbreviation IS will be used. 
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children in the group and the indoctrination of those children. They streamlined their 

recruitment mechanisms and raised the children as loyal citizens of the Caliphate, which is the 

controlled, state-like environment created by IS. This elaborate indoctrination system has 

trained numerous children to kill (Pokalova, 2020; Van der Heide & Geenen, 2017).    

However, individuals have not only travelled to IS-territory, some have also tried to 

return with their children after becoming disillusioned or otherwise aware of the danger after 

spending time there. Children who have returned or have been repatriated to their countries 

of origin, are from different ages, meaning that their exposure to certain experiences in the 

former Caliphate may also differ. Regardless of exposure, even very young returnees have come 

back to Western Europe scarred by their experiences. According to a social worker in Britain, 

a 2-year-old boy who returned from Syria has shown an unusual interest in guns (Pokalova, 

2020). He ran around mimicking shooting and got overly excited when hearing about weapons. 

Such behavior is what scares the countries the children return to. The future dangers these 

children might pose has also been noted by Germany’s domestic intelligence chief. He warned 

the international community that these children might be living time bombs that are possibly 

brainwashed. Many countries have been reluctant to repatriate or even receive foreign fighter 

child returnees due to similar fears (Pokalova, 2020). Based on academic literature and news 

articles, it seems that describing the children as ticking or living time bombs stems from the 

fear that due to their trauma and experiences, the children will respond with violence when 

they are triggered. Additionally, fear is present that they have possibly received combat 

training and are in Europe with a mission to carry out an attack. Due to their exposure and 

desensitization to it, they might be more willing to engage in violence (NCTV & AIVD, 2017).  

As the conflict and children returning from it have been occurring relatively recent, not 

much is known about their reintegration and long-term psychosocial wellbeing. Therefore, we 

do not know if there is a good reason to be wary of them. However, there is much more 

information available on children in other less recent conflicts around the world and their 

psychosocial outcomes after war. Even though one conflict does not lend itself for easy 

comparison to another, the available information could possibly be used to carefully compare 

and perhaps estimate what can be expected of the psychosocial outcomes of the children who 

have returned from IS-territory in the long-term. After searching for “war trauma children,” 

many articles on the experiences and outcomes after war of Bosnian children emerged. The 

conflict ended approximately 25 years ago and therefore more information is available on the 

outcomes of these children. For that reason, Bosnia2 was chosen as a case study. The children 

 
2 The country of Bosnia and Herzegovina has often been abbreviated as Bosnia. For the readability of this 
thesis, the abbreviation will be used.  
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who once resided in IS-territory, will need adequate care, so such information about their 

possible psychosocial outcomes and wellbeing is relevant for their reintegration. 

This research focuses on the psychosocial outcomes of Western European children who 

were born in or taken to Syria and Iraq by their parents and have now returned to their societies 

of origin. For that reason, the central research question has been formulated as follows:  

 
“What are the psychosocial outcomes of children of Western European foreign fighters 

returned from IS-controlled areas in relation to their probability of successful 

reintegration?" 

 

Psychosocial outcomes refer to the individuals’ physical and mental wellbeing and their 

capability to function, often influenced by psychological factors and the environment of the 

individual (Woodward, 2015). A foreign fighter is an individual traveling abroad to join an 

armed conflict for a variety of reasons and with various different ideological backgrounds. This 

concept will be discussed more extensively in chapter 3.  

By means of the following sub-questions the central research question will be answered: 

1. What is known about the experiences of the children who endured the Bosnian War 

(1992-1995)? 

2. What is known from the Bosnian War (1992-1995) regarding the long-term 

consequences for children growing up in such conflict areas in terms of psychosocial 

outcomes and functioning in society? 

3. What is known about the experiences of Western European children while residing in 

IS-territory? 

4. What is known about the physical and mental wellbeing of the children who have 

returned so far from IS-territory? 

5. What are the differences and similarities with regard to experiences and psychosocial 

outcomes between children in Syria and Iraq and children who experienced the 

Bosnian War? 

The questions will be answered on the basis of a literature review, a content-analysis and 

interviews. Chapter 2 will present the methodology used to answer the research question. 

Chapter 3 and 4 will discuss the reviewed academic literature. Chapter 3 focuses on children 

in conflict and more specifically children who endured the Bosnian War. Chapter 4 focuses on 

children in IS-held territory. Chapter 5 will discuss the results of the content-analysis and 

interviews and together with chapter 3 and 4 serves as the basis for chapter 6. In chapter 6, the 

similarities and differences in terms of the experiences and psychosocial outcomes between 

the two groups of children will be discussed. Chapter 7 concludes by answering the research 
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question and will reflect on the conclusion in its discussion. The discussion will consist of a 

reflection on the methodological limitations, the significance of this research and implications 

for future research. 
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Chapter 2. Methodology 

This thesis examines the psychosocial outcomes of children of Western European foreign 

fighters, who have returned to their societies of origin. Given the current fear of the return of 

children who lived under the control of the Islamic State, this study specifically zooms in on 

the experiences of those children while residing in the conflict zone and their wellbeing upon 

return to their home country. Those experiences and their wellbeing will be compared to 

psychosocial outcomes of children who have endured the Bosnian War (1992-1995) in chapter 

6. The available information could possibly be used to carefully compare and perhaps estimate 

what can be expected of the psychosocial outcomes of the children who have returned from IS-

territory in the long-term. For the purpose of answering the research question, various 

methods of research were utilized in order to triangulate the findings.3  The methodology of 

this thesis consists of three parts: literature review, content-analysis and interviews. The three 

methods will be discussed consecutively in paragraphs 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3.  

 

2.1. Literature review  

The literature reviewed in chapters 3 and 4 outlines the number of individuals that traveled to 

IS-territory, psychosocial outcomes of children who experienced the Bosnian War as well as 

the circumstances under which the Western European children in IS-territory have been living. 

These two chapters provide the basis for this study, from which, combined with the content-

analysis and the interviews, the central research question and the sub-questions will be 

answered. 

 The online libraries from the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam and Google Scholar were 

used in order to identify the empirical literature discussed in the literature review. Used search 

terms include: “foreign fighter phenomenon;” “foreign fighters and their families;” “war 

trauma children;” “war trauma Bosnian children;” “children foreign fighters;” “IS 

indoctrination of children;” “the children of Islamic State;” “life under IS;” “propaganda 

Islamic State;” and “child returnees.” Additionally, the bibliography of relevant articles led to 

more useful articles and Google Search was used to identify relevant newspaper articles4, 

audiovisual material and relevant research institutions such as the International Centre for 

Counter-Terrorism (ICCT), the Dutch National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism 

(NCTV) and the Dutch General Intelligence and Security Service (AIVD). With the exception 

 
3 Triangulation is the combination of various research methods. It allows the researcher to look at the studied 
subject from multiple angles and take advantage of different strengths of each method (Bijleveld, 2005).  
4 News articles were considered relevant if they discussed one of the aforementioned search terms regarding 
the experiences and wellbeing of children who endured the Bosnian War or children who once resided in IS-
territory.  
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of the articles concerning the Bosnian War, the majority of the sources referenced in the 

literature review were published in the last five years due to the relatively recent start of the 

Syrian civil war. 

 The empirical literature was used to create an overview of available literature regarding 

the psychosocial outcomes of children in conflict and the experiences children might have to 

endure while residing in the Caliphate. Especially articles regarding outcomes over long 

periods of time and reintegration have proven to be important. Empirical literature focusing 

specifically on the psychosocial wellbeing of Western European children who have returned to 

Europe from IS-territory is scarce, pointing directly at the importance of the present study.  

 

2.2. Content-analysis 

Due to the relative scarcity of academic literature on the post-return outcomes of Western 

European children who once resided in IS-territory, it was chosen to conduct a complementary 

systematic content-analysis. Content-analysis is a useful tool for analyzing the contents of 

books, magazines and newspapers (Kothari, 2004). It is a hybrid approach that can analyze a 

text in a qualitatively or quantitively manner to make inferences about the trends within the 

contents (Wilson, 2016). In the quantitative approach, the occurrence of elements is generally 

coded and counted by the researcher, whereas in the qualitative approach the focus is more 

often on the narrative and focuses on the nature of the text (Kort-Butler, 2016). This study will 

use a qualitative content-analysis for the analysis of news articles.  

 The news articles were accessed using the Nexis Uni database through Vrije Universiteit 

Amsterdam. Nexis Uni is an online archive for news sources which provides access to local, 

national and international articles from newspapers and magazines (“Nexis Uni,” n.d.). The 

dataset was supplemented with online news articles found through Google Search to include 

other media sources, as Nexis Uni mostly provides articles from newspapers. The analysis 

focuses on Western European children who have returned to Western Europe from IS-areas 

and their physical and psychological wellbeing. 

 

2.2.1. Search terms and inclusion criterium 

Based on the literature review that was conducted beforehand, relevant search terms were 

identified and combined with additional keywords that yielded relevant articles. The search 

was conducted in both English and Dutch to ensure a wider range of articles. After testing 

different combinations, the search terms that were used are as follows:  
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“Caliphate OR Islamic State OR ISIS OR ISIL OR Daesh OR Syria OR Iraq OR Jihad OR Travel* 

OR Foreign terrorist fighters OR Foreign fighters AND Child* AND Return* OR European 

children AND (Western children OR Europ* children)”  

and 

“Kalifaat OR Islamitische Staat OR ISIS OR ISIL OR Daesh AND Syrië OR Irak OR Jihad OR 

Uitreiziger OR Syriëganger* AND Europ* AND Kind* AND Terug*.” 

 
An asterisk was added to certain words to include all variations of that word in the search term. 

For instance, Europ* includes variations such as Europe and European, and Travel* includes 

variations such as travelers and traveling.  

Articles were included into the analysis if they specifically concerned the wellbeing of 

children returned from the Caliphate back to Western Europe or provided examples of 

repatriation or if articles discussed the experiences children endured while being in the 

Caliphate. There was no in- or exclusion of articles on the basis of the source. However, the 

characteristics of articles regarding the sources and their value were written down in the flow 

chart. Higher value was assigned to statements from professionals such as psychologists than 

to those of non-professionals such as family members of the children. The flowchart can be 

found in appendix A. 

 

2.2.2. Online news articles  

As discussed above, Nexis Uni mostly provides news articles from newspapers and therefore 

the dataset was supplemented with relevant online news articles found through Google Search 

to also include other media sources. Since the online search could not be conducted in the same 

structured manner as a search via a database such as Nexis Uni, the inclusion-criterium was 

slightly adjusted to a stricter interpretation. Articles were only included in the dataset if they 

specifically discussed cases of the physical or psychological wellbeing of returned children, if 

the article provided an example of repatriation that was not already found in the Nexis Uni 

database or if the article elaborated on an article previously found in the Nexis Uni database 

more in depth. To ensure the focus on the physical and psychological wellbeing of the returned 

children, articles concerning the experiences the children endured while residing in the 

Caliphate were excluded, if these experiences were already discussed in Nexis Uni articles or 

in the reviewed literature. Generally, the news articles found through the online search were 

published more recent than the news articles found in Nexis Uni and ranged from 2018 to 

2020.  
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The online search started on the basis of an article previously found during the search 

for literature: ‘Het gaat goed met de weeskinderen in ons land,’ meaning the children in our 

country are doing well. This phrase was translated to English and tested in various forms. For 

instance, ‘Wellbeing children returned from Caliphate,’ which yielded articles concerning the 

physical and psychological wellbeing of children returned to the Netherlands, France and 

Belgium. Additionally, one French article was found which specifically discussed certain 

children returning to school in France and their contacts with a psychologist. Since the article 

specifically concerned the criterium discussed above, the article was translated to English by a 

native French speaker, so it could be included in the dataset. During the search in the Nexis 

Uni database, certain cases of children repatriated or returned were found. Attempting to find 

more information about those cases, their names were used as search terms, for example Laura 

H. and her children. Various names of certain experts such as Gerrit Loots, Thierry Baubet and 

Heidi de Pauw often appeared during the search in the Nexis Uni database and therefore, their 

names were also used as search terms for the online search. 

 

2.2.3. Dataset 

The English search term identified 132 articles that met the inclusion criterium, the Dutch 

search term 271 and the additional online search 26. After removing the articles that were 

double, articles that were otherwise similar in content and articles that at first glance met the 

inclusion-criterium but were not found relevant during the analysis, left a total of 115 articles 

that were included in the dataset to be coded (see Appendix A).5  

A search range of 15 March 2011 until 2 April 2020 was selected. March 2011 marked 

the beginning of the Syrian civil war and thus the period of individuals traveling to Syria and 

Iraq to join the battle. April 2nd, 2020 marked the data on which the data selection for the 

content-analysis began. It was deemed best to select a date as recent as possible since 

individuals traveling back to their countries of origin is still a recent occurrence and reports of 

the children’s wellbeing slowly begin to surface. News articles were found from seven different 

countries, limited in language to only included English and Dutch articles with the exception 

of one relevant French article found in the online search.6  

After the relevant news articles were downloaded from Nexis Uni, they were uploaded 

in Atlas.ti. Atlas is a program in which researchers can systematically analyze large amounts of 

text, audio and video data. It is often used for qualitative analysis and the program provides a 

 
5 In some cases, articles had different titles but were identical in content or the articles were the similar but 
were translations in Dutch or English of articles already found in the Nexis Uni database. 
6 The United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Belgium, France, the United States, Canada and Kuwait (the Arab 
Times). 
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variety of tools that allow the user to code and annotate findings and uncover trends or 

relations in the text (Lewins & Silver, 2007). 

  
Table 1. Overview of dataset 

English search term  
Hits  943 
Articles that met inclusion-criterium 132 
Articles left after removing duplicates and 
screened for relevance 

27 

  
Dutch search term  
Hits  2853 
Articles that met inclusion-criterium 271 
Articles left after removing duplicates and 
screened for relevance 

69 

  
Online search   
Hits Not applicable 
Articles that met inclusion-criterium 26 
Articles left after removing duplicates 19 
  
Number of articles uploaded in Atlas.ti  115 

 

2.2.4. Coding scheme 

Due to the qualitative nature of the analysis, the articles were coded by using themes. The 

themes were developed based on the literature review for the purpose of answering the 

research questions. The themes that were used are as follows: “Education in the Caliphate,” 

“Experiences in the Caliphate,” “Examples of return,” “Examples of repatriation,” “Experiences 

after return,” “Physical and psychological wellbeing” and “Schooling in Europe”. The 

applicability of the themes was examined with ten articles, after which the themes: “Resilience 

of children in general,” “Why repatriate” and “Research in camps” were added. Table 2 shows 

the frequencies of appearance of the themes in the analysis. After coding the articles in Atlas.ti, 

the findings were analyzed. Paragraph 5.1. will discuss those findings.  

 
Table 2. Frequencies of appearances 

Theme Frequency 
Schooling in EU 12 

Education in the Caliphate  19 

Examples of repatriation  66 

Examples of return  33 

Experiences after return  58 

Experiences in the Caliphate  104 

Physical and psychological wellbeing 71 
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Research in camps 56 

Resilience children in general 7 

Why repatriate? 21 

 

2.3. Interviews 

Lastly, four semi-structured interviews with five respondents were conducted. Conducting 

interviews has a number of advantages due to its flexibility and often more in-depth nature, 

whereas survey questions for example, are set. Semi-structured interviews provide the 

possibility to add new questions once an interesting answer is given or deeper exploration is 

considered essential (Bijleveld, 2017). It was deemed best to approach professionals that have 

worked or still work with returned children or experts with knowledge on adjacent subjects as 

interviewing the returned children themselves or their family members was unfeasible as well 

as undesirable. By interviewing potentially traumatized children, their ability to rebuild their 

lives could be hampered and was therefore considered undesirable. The frontline practitioners 

were approached to provide insights into the psychosocial wellbeing of the children as well as 

problems that they face on a day to day basis. Additionally, experts on radicalization, resilience 

and trauma in children were approached. In chapter 5.2, the results will be discussed.   

 

2.3.1. Respondents 

The potential respondents were approached via LinkedIn or email on the basis of names or 

organizations that arose while conducting the literature review and content-analysis. In total, 

15 individuals or organizations were approached. Due to the coronacrisis the interviews were 

shaped differently than originally planned. It was found difficult to find people that were 

willing to be interviewed over the phone or Skype. Additionally, due to the changes in our daily 

lives because of COVID-19, some people were too busy reshaping their work hours and were 

not willing or able to find the time to be interviewed. The LinkedIn messages and emails led to 

four interviews with five respondents.  

Respondents included researchers, a national prosecutor, advisors and a CEO. The 

respondents worked for various organizations such as the Landelijk Steunpunt Extremisme 

(LSE, national support center for extremism). The aim of the LSE is to not only help 

individuals, but also to share their gathered practical knowledge with the work field. 

Employees of the LSE work in the field as case managers and they work with families of 

individuals who radicalized and also give individual support to radicalized individuals. 

Additionally, the LSE consults and one of their departments focuses on advising professionals 
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in the field with certain complex cases. Respondent 1 (R1): Amber7 has worked for the LSE as 

a researcher for over a year and is predominantly involved with the knowledge sharing 

regarding radicalization. Her colleague who joined the interview, respondent 2 (R2): Mirije 

also works for the LSE and is also involved with the Landelijk Adviesteam Minderjarige 

Terugkeerders (LAT, Dutch National Advisory Team on Juvenile Returnees). This team 

designs the plans for children returning to the Netherlands.  

Respondent 3 (R3): Simon Minks is the National Senior Public Prosecutor of the 

Netherlands and he specializes in counter terrorism and war crimes. Apart from instances such 

as the Child Care and Protection Service, the Ministry of Justice and Security of the 

Netherlands is also involved when children return to the Netherlands alone or with their 

parents. 

Respondent 4 (R4): Annebregt Dijkman has focused on radicalization and extremism 

for approximately 20 years. She is an advisor as well as a researcher and has also supported 

families from which family members traveled to Syria and Iraq. She has moved away from 

radicalization as a phenomenon and more towards the operational side of ‘how do we work 

with’ this phenomenon as professionals. So, her current focus is to chart the professionality 

and to specify what is needed from people working with it and what needs to be taken into 

consideration while doing that. 

Respondent 5 (R5): Heidi de Pauw is the CEO of a Belgian organization called Child 

Focus, which was established in 1998 due to the high-profile Dutroux-case.8 Child Focus was 

established to help and support the parents of missing and sexually exploited children. An 

important part of their responsibilities is also prevention. They saw a significant increase in 

international parental kidnappings in which one of the parents took the child(ren) to Syria or 

Iraq against the will of the other parent who remained in Belgium. In the beginning phases 

after they left, the other parent and authorities were often unsure if the child had actually 

arrived in Syria or Iraq, therefore, these cases were ruled disappearances. Child Focus helped 

to localize the children and in addition, supported the family members who remained in 

Belgium. Additionally, R5 was involved in the repatriation of five children and one 18-year-old 

to Belgium. 

 
7 The LSE implemented certain rules which prevents its employees to appear in studies such as this thesis with 
their last names. 
8 An elaborate explanation of the case can be found on: https://www.euronews.com/2019/10/27/explainer-
paedophile-marc-dutroux-and-the-horror-case-that-united-a-divided-belgium. 

https://www.euronews.com/2019/10/27/explainer-paedophile-marc-dutroux-and-the-horror-case-that-united-a-divided-belgium
https://www.euronews.com/2019/10/27/explainer-paedophile-marc-dutroux-and-the-horror-case-that-united-a-divided-belgium
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Despite the fact that a number of respondents did not work directly with the children 

they were deemed valuable because of their expertise regarding themes adjacent to the 

children’s wellbeing. Table 3 gives an overview of the interviewed respondents. 

 
Table 3. Overview of respondents 

Respond
ent 

Name Female/
male 

Organization Function  Country 

1 Amber Female LSE Researcher The Netherlands 
2 Mirije Female LSE/ LAT Researcher The Netherlands 
3 Simon 

Minks 
Male Ministry of 

Justice and 
Security 

National 
Prosecutor 

The Netherlands 

4 Annebregt 
Dijkman 

Female Sherazade Researcher 
and advisor 

The Netherlands 

5 Heidi de 
Pauw 

Female Child Focus CEO Belgium 

 

2.3.2. Data collection 

On the basis of a preset topic list, four in-depth interviews were scheduled. For one of the 

scheduled interviews, a second colleague was available, in that case two respondents were 

interviewed at the same time. The interviews ranged from 30 minutes to more than two hours 

based on the available time and the questions. Due to the strict regulations in times of COVID-

19, face-to-face interviews were not possible. Therefore, the interviews were conducted over 

the phone or Google Hangouts. All interviews were conducted in Dutch. The interviews were 

recorded with the permission of the respondents. Subsequently, the respondents were given a 

transcript of the interview and were given the option to revise the transcript if they wished to 

do so.  

 The topic lists were prepared in advance, which can be found in Appendix B. Due to the 

various fields of expertise from the interviewees, the topic list was adjusted accordingly and 

different for each interview. The topic list served as a guideline throughout the interviews, yet 

the interviewer was able to add additional questions due to interesting answers by or 

discussions with the respondent. Covered topics included functional aspects and 

characteristics of the organizations and their involvement in the return of the children, legal 

aspects regarding the return of children with or without their mothers, radicalization, 

resilience and flexibility in children and the current psychosocial wellbeing of children of 

foreign fighters that have returned to Western Europe.  
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Chapter 3. Literature review 

The first paragraph of this chapter aims to create an overview of how children of Wester-

European descent ended up in IS-controlled territory. Subsequently, the second paragraph 

serves to establish the scope of the issue. Lastly, the third paragraph aims to provide an 

overview of information of what is known about the war traumas and psychosocial outcomes 

of children who endured the Bosnian War (1992-1995). 

 

3.1. The foreign fighter phenomenon 

Over 5000 Western European individuals have traveled to Syria and Iraq to join IS (Van der 

Heide & Bergema, 2019).9 This number grows tremendously once travelers from across the 

world are included. From September 2014 to September 2015 alone approximately 30,000 

individuals from 104 different countries travelled towards Syria and Iraq (Boutin et al., 2016). 

The first reports of these so-called ‘foreign fighters’ (FF) emerged in the summer of 2012. FF 

left their homes to join and support the Syrian uprising against the regime of President Assad 

(Boutin et al., 2016). An important point in time for the conflict was the proclamation of the 

Caliphate by IS in June 2014. A Caliphate is a state which is ruled by a caliph. The caliph is the 

temporal ruler and spiritual head of the state and he is regarded as the successor of the prophet 

Muhammad (Liebl, 2009). Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was proclaimed caliph and all Muslims were 

called to settle in and expand the Caliphate (De Bont et al., 2017; Van San, 2019). Raqqa 

became the unofficial capital and to underline its global character, the Caliphate received the 

name the ‘Islamic State’ (Van San, 2019). After approximately five years, Baghouz, Islamic 

State’s last stronghold fell in March 2019 and with it, the Caliphate (Cook & Vale, 2019). 

Experts estimated that once the Caliphate had fallen, many European nationals would return. 

However, the expected large flow of returnees did not take place (Cook & Vale, 2019; De Bont 

et al., 2017). 

The line between what ‘terrorists’ and ‘foreign fighters’ are, seems to be blurring. The 

terms foreign fighter (FF), foreign terrorist fighters (FTF) and terrorist appear to be used 

interchangeably throughout EU documents (Boutin et al., 2016). According to Capone (2019, 

p. 71), foreign fighters are: 

 

 
9 It is important to consider what joining or supporting a terrorist group entails. Even the smallest groups 
require multiple jobs or tasks executed in order to function properly. However, not all of those jobs involve 
violence, but they are essential for the group to survive. Any organization would struggle without individuals 
looking after recruitment, finance and logistics (Bloom & Horgan, 2019).  
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“Individuals, driven mainly by ideology, religion and/or kinship, who leave their 

country of origin or their country of habitual residence to join a party engaged in an 

armed conflict.” 

 
Whereas the United Nations Security Council in Resolution 2178 (2014) has defined foreign 

terrorist fighters as:  

 
“Individuals who travel to a State other than their States of residence or nationality 

for the purpose of the perpetration, planning, or preparation of, or participation in, 

terrorist acts or the providing or receiving terrorist training, including in connection 

with armed conflict” (p.2).  

 

Thus, when using the term foreign fighter, the individuals’ departure from their country of 

habitual residence to support one of the actors engaged in armed conflict is emphasized. 

Compared to the term foreign terrorist fighter, where the focus lies on the ‘terrorist intent’ 

instead of ‘only’ traveling to fight and support (Capone, 2019). However, not all individuals 

traveling to IS-territory engage in the conflict or travel with terrorist intent, for that reason 

sometimes the more neutral term ‘traveler’ or ‘Syria traveler’ is used (Christensen & Bjørgo, 

2017). This study uses both the terms foreign fighter and traveler, as ‘terrorist intent’ is often 

difficult to prove 

Examinations of the foreign fighter phenomenon have shown that there is not one, 

generic profile for FF and individuals have travelled to IS-held territory for a variety of reasons 

(Boutin et al., 2016). Even though the motivations for travelling are outside the scope of this 

thesis, it is worth noting that research into those motivations are of great relevance as they can 

help governments prevent individuals from traveling to Syria and Iraq in the first place and are 

therefore, deserving of a separate analysis. More in line with the focus of this thesis are the 

children of FF. These children find themselves born in or brought to IS-held territory by their 

parents, having to live under IS rule (NCTV & AIVD, 2017). However, before discussing the 

children of Western European FF, we have to look at the number of Western European 

individuals present in IS-territory. Subsequently, the psychosocial outcomes of children who 

endured the Bosnian War (1992-1995) will be discussed in order to better understand the 

children who have been in IS-territory as this is such a recent occurrence.  

 

3.2. Numbers 

Before looking deeper into the subject, it is important to have an understanding of the scope 

of the issue (Lambert & Lynch, 2016). Current numbers of Western European foreign fighters 

and their children have proven to be extremely difficult to establish as many people travel in 
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secret and many births go undocumented (Van der Heide & Bergema, 2019). A disadvantage 

of open source data collection is that it does not always result in finding current data, implying 

that the number of travelers and returnees may in fact be higher or lower than the estimates 

provided in this chapter (Van der Heide & Bergema, 2019). Nearly all European countries are 

facing the FF phenomenon. However, not every country is experiencing the same magnitude 

of the issue. Eastern Europe has the lowest share in the total number of FF, no country from 

that region has reported more than 50 individuals traveling to Syria and Iraq. Contrastingly, 

Northern and Western European countries make up almost two thirds (66.1% in 2015) of the 

total number of FF (Boutin et al., 2016).  

Most foreign fighters left in the early years of the conflict. Due to the collapse of the 

Caliphate and the measures many countries have put into place to prevent individuals from 

traveling to the conflict zone, the appeal of traveling to IS-controlled areas has decreased 

significantly (Boutin et al., 2016; Van der Heide & Bergema, 2019). This has caused the number 

of Western individuals present in IS-territory to remain at approximately 6,000 in 2019. Of 

those 6,000 individuals, nearly 90% was originally from the European Union. The other 10% 

originated from Western countries outside of the European Union such as the United States 

and Canada. The percentage of female travelers is approximately 20% (Van der Heide & 

Bergema, 2019).  

 

3.2.1. Western European foreign fighters 

France, Germany and the United Kingdom provided the highest numbers of travelers from the 

EU, respectively 1,324, 960 and 850 individuals compared to the Netherlands from where 

approximately 310 individuals traveled to Syria and Iraq (Van der Heide & Bergema, 2019).10 

The number of travelers from other European countries fluctuates between 200 and 500. The 

reported number of travelers and returnees from Western Europe can be found in figure 3 (Van 

der Heide & Bergema, 2019).  

Based on available sources, the number of Western European returnees is believed to 

be 1,900, which is 32% of the total number. Since France, Germany and the United Kingdom 

have the highest number of individuals traveling towards IS-controlled areas, it is a logical 

consequence that they also face the highest number of returnees. These numbers and the 

number of returnees for other Western European countries can be found in figure 3 (Van der 

Heide & Bergema, 2019).11 

 

 
10 Belgium is the country with the highest number of travelers per capita of Europe (Van der Heide & Bergema). 
11 Figure 3 is a reduced version of the figure portrayed in Van der Heide and Bergema (2019), for the purpose of 
this thesis, all non-Western European countries have been removed. 
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Figure 3. Number of (returned) foreign terrorist fighters and total foreign terrorist fighters per country 2018-2019 (Van der 
Heide & Bergema, 2019). 

 

3.2.2. Children of foreign fighters 

Not only the data collection of adult FF, but also the search for current numbers of Western 

children in IS-territory has proven to be very difficult. Women often became pregnant shortly 

after arriving in the Caliphate and this has complicated recording the number of children born 

in IS-territory (Pokalova, 2020). Information from those areas can often not be verified and in 

addition, authorities often do not want to disclose the data that they have acquired (Boutin et 

al., 2016; Lambert & Lynch, 2016). Children born of foreign parents in IS-territory are not only 

at risk for violence and indoctrination, but also risk statelessness as the birth certificates 

provided by IS are invalid. Parenthood often needs to be established by DNA-testing to enable 

the children to return to Europe (RAN, 2017).  

 In 2018, it was reported that approximately 4640 children who live under IS-rule were 

foreign minors and approximately 1500 of those, were identified as Western European 

nationals (Pokalova, 2020). It is believed that approximately 600 of those 1500 children were 
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born in IS-territory and were therefore under 5 years old, the others are thought to have been 

taken by their parents. The aforementioned numbers were reported in 2018, meaning that now 

in 2020, the maximum age of 5 has increased to 7 years old (RAN, 2018).  Reports showed that 

as of 2018, at least 130 children returned home to Europe. It is estimated that approximately 

1370 European children continue to live in Syria and Iraq (Pokalova, 2020).  

The discussion in chapter 7 will analyze whether the findings of this thesis are 

consistent with Dutch policies regarding the children of Syria travelers. Subsequently, policy 

implications and recommendations for potential changes will be addressed. For that reason, 

Dutch children specifically will be discussed in the following paragraph.  

 

3.2.3. Dutch children  

According to the website of the General Intelligence and Security Service (AIVD) of the 

Netherlands, there are 210 children with a Dutch connection in Syria and Turkey as of 1 April 

2020. The definition of ‘with a Dutch connection’ is having one or two parents with the Dutch 

nationality or parents who lived in the Netherlands for an extended period of time (NCTV & 

AIVD, 2017). Approximately 35 of these 210 children are in Turkey and the other 175 either 

remain in Syrian Kurdish refugee camps, are elsewhere in Syria or with jihadist groups in 

Northwestern Syria.12 Approximately 55 children are believed to be in that last category. Less 

than 15% of these 210 children were taken to IS-territory by their parents, the other 75% were 

born there. Approximately half of the children are boys. The majority of the children was born 

in IS-territory. Over 50% of the children is younger than 4 years old. Just over 10% of the 

children are 9 years and older (AIVD, 2020). The children’s age is important because children 

over 9 years old are eligible for jihadist training (NCTV & AIVD, 2017). Chapter 4 will review 

the possible training of these children. 

 

3.3. Children in conflict  

Now that the scope of the issue has been established, the next step is to look further into the 

experiences and psychosocial outcomes of children in conflict. Many children who are 

originally from Western European countries still reside in IS-territory and the ones that did 

return to their countries of origin have only done so in the past few years.  Information gathered 

in those few years is very valuable, but it only regards a small number of children. Additionally, 

it regards sensitive information about the children and is therefore often not disclosed. 

 
12 The website states that the provided numbers per category have been intentionally rounded off to prevent 
misuse of the information (AIVD, 2020).  
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However, research on children in other conflict zones is available and more is known about 

their developmental trajectories.  

 For the past decades, there has been an increasing awareness of the effects of traumatic 

events on children’s developmental wellbeing (Jensen & Shaw, 1993; Werner, 2012). 

Unfortunately, children growing up in conflict often do not know better than the situation they 

are in. Extraordinary experiences such as war, explosions, constant loud noises and death 

became ordinary for them, which is very concerning. However, their cognitive immaturity and 

adaptive capacities seem to help them overcome the effects of war (Jensen & Shaw, 1993). 

Therefore, young trauma victims often show resilience. Nevertheless, many do experience 

various mental health difficulties and other behavioral problems (Hasanović, 2011). Most 

common are Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression and anxiety disorders 

(Werner, 2012). Additionally, researchers have suggested that children who were exposed to 

war traumas could possibly develop increased levels of aggression (Černi Obrdalj & Rumboldt, 

2008). In order to further understand the psychosocial outcomes of living in conflict areas, the 

following paragraphs will discuss the children who experienced the Bosnian war (1992-1995) 

as a case study for the comparison to children who have been in IS-controlled territory. 

 

3.3.1. The Bosnian War  

The Bosnian War lasted from April 1992 until December 1995. It was a very complex conflict 

as Bosnia’s population was comprised of various ethnic groups: Bosniaks or Bosnian Muslims, 

Serbs and Croats. The war was ethnically rooted, and the warring parties primarily consisted 

of the Serbs and the Bosniaks. The Serbs were reported as the main perpetrators and the 

Bosniaks the victimized group.13 The Croats were also among both the perpetrators and 

victims, however, their role in the conflict was not as significant as the Serbs and the Bosniaks 

(Lampe, 2019). In 1991, fighting broke out in various ethnically diverse regions due to the push 

for separation by some constituents of the former Yugoslavia. Later in April 1992, Bosnia voted 

to separate from the Yugoslav Federation (Pullis, 1998). On 7 April 1992 Bosnia’s 

independence was recognized by the United States and subsequently the Bosnian Serb 

paramilitary began their attack on the same day. Soon after that, the Bosnian Serb units of the 

Yugoslav army began their artillery bombardment on Sarajevo (Lampe, 2019). On that day, 

approximately 50,000 individuals from various ethnic groups were demonstrating for peace 

in Sarajevo. Consequently, several individuals were wounded after Serbian militiamen opened 

fire into the crowd (Pullis, 1998).  

 
13 During the war, Muslim foreign fighters also traveled to Bosnia to support what they believed to be “their 

besieged Muslim brethren” (Mustapha, 2013, p. 742). 



ICC Thesis   Lisette Dirksen 

25 
 

Due to following attacks on many towns in Eastern Bosnia, local Bosniaks were expelled 

from the area. That was the beginning of what became an ethnic cleansing of the region. In the 

following three years the war raged on and by 1994, 70% of Bosnia was controlled by the Serbs 

(Lampe, 2019). United Nations Protection Force troops facilitated humanitarian aid, but the 

United Nations further refused to intervene in the war. However, at a later stage the role of the 

organization was extended to the protection of UN-declared safe areas. Nevertheless, they 

failed to protect the Srebrenica safe area and could not prevent the Srebrenica genocide during 

which more than 8,000 Bosniak men and boys were massacred by Bosnian Serb forces in July 

1995. During the war, several peace proposals failed, often because the Bosnian Serbs did not 

want to concede any territory. However, eventually in December 1995 the Dayton Peace Accord 

was signed (Lampe, 2019).  

The approximate three and a half years of war had significant impact on the country. 

An estimate of 1.3 million Bosnians were internally displaced and over 800,000 fled to other 

countries. There were approximately 250,000 casualties of which 90% were civilian. Those 

who survived the fighting experienced psychological trauma, physical deprivation and 

disruption of family life among other traumas (Goldstein, Wampler & Wise, 1997). The vicious 

character of the war has been well-documented, from which can be concluded that nearly the 

entire population of Bosnia has been exposed to extreme violence and very difficult conditions 

(Pullis, 1998).  

During the war, the social structure of the country was destroyed. Not only were many 

families disrupted, but many children were left without sufficient family and social system 

support (Hasanović, Sinanović, Selimbašić, Pajević & Avdibegović, 2006). Additionally, the 

Bosnian people experienced a shortage of water and electricity and a lack of sufficient medical 

care and food supplies. The traumas of the Bosnian War were therefore not limited to the 

exposure to shelling and other war experiences, but also distress caused by loss of relatives and 

poverty (Dybdahl, 2001). Additionally, due to the widespread violence and their exposure to it, 

children possibly got accustomed to the violence. A researcher stated: “It was strange to see 

children playing next to bombed-out buildings, laughing and singing and playing soccer next 

to tanks and heavily armed soldiers and graves” (Pullis, 1998, p. 409). The sound of bullets 

and children playing were the two foremost sounds on the streets. Images of children climbing 

on tanks, playing with toy guns or real guns they found can be seen in blogs or news articles 

covering the Bosnian War or its after-math. Children were playing war and they used empty 

ammunition boxes they found during the break of a real-life shelling. Generally, children 

wanting to keep on playing with their friends trumped the fear of the violence around them 

(see per example: Traynor & O’Kane, 2018; Rakela, 2008). 
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The fact that many buildings are not restored and still have bullet holes or damage from 

shrapnel in them keeps the memory of the war fresh in peoples’ minds (Nelson, 2003). Child 

and adolescent mental health care in Bosnia after the war was lacking appropriate professional 

institutions and had inadequate numbers of trained professionals. To still try and aid victims 

of the war, existing medical institutions worked together with nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs) by systematically developing psychosocial assistance projects (Hasanović et al., 2009).  

 

Psychosocial outcomes 

The following paragraphs will discuss the psychosocial outcomes of children who endured the 

Bosnian War in three different periods of time to create an overview of the children’s long-term 

outcomes. Firstly, the outcomes during the hostilities. Secondly, the psychosocial outcomes up 

to five years after the war ended. Lastly, the outcomes over five years after the war ended.  

 
Outcomes during hostilities 

Studies on the psychosocial outcomes of Bosnian children were not only conducted after the 

war had ended, but also during the hostilities. This study by Goldstein, Wampler and Wise 

(1997) extends the knowledge on relatively acute effects of war on children. Data for the study 

was collected during the war from January 3 to March 7, 1994. During the data collection, 

shelling occurred on more than half of the days and gunfire was a daily sound. This caused the 

children to exhibit significant distress symptoms while being surveyed. The cross-sectional 

survey consisted of 364 children aged 6 to 12 years and their parents (Goldstein et al., 1997). 

Children were surveyed for distress symptoms related to war and parents were surveyed for 

their children’s experiences. Almost all children (94%) met the criteria for PTSD and reported 

instances of reexperiencing traumatic events. Children became easily startled and were 

triggered by loud noises or military personnel and would feel as if they were back in the 

hostilities. The children were unwilling and sometimes even unable to interact and play with 

others. The authors also looked at levels of sadness and anxiety which were respectively 90,6% 

and 95,5%. The ability to engage in age-appropriate activities was seriously affected by those 

high levels. Additionally, the children exhibited disorganized or agitated behavior. Over 50% 

of the children demonstrated extreme pessimistic thoughts regarding their future and believed 

that they would never be happy again, with 37,7% feeling “that life was not worth living” 

(Goldstein et al., 1997, p. 875). Often children who reported greater symptoms had experienced 

a greater number of traumatic events, such as witnessing the death or torture of a family 

member, which proved to be the most dramatic and consistent effect (Goldstein et al., 1997).  

 Alwood, Bell-Dolan and Husain (2002) also researched Bosnian children during the 

hostilities. They assessed 791 children aged 6 to 16 years and found that 41% had PTSD 
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symptoms that were clinically significant. Death of a friend or family member was experienced 

most often and many experienced exposures such as being near shootings or being shot at. 

Experiences such as witnessing killings or being threatened with being killed were significantly 

related to anxiety, depression, delinquent behaviors, somatic complaints and attention 

problems. Moreover, aggressive behavior was related to witnessing killings and fear of sniper 

fire (Alwood, Bell-Dolan & Husain, 2002). Their findings suggest that more posttraumatic 

symptoms are exhibited by children who were not only exposed to violence but also 

deprivation. Deprivation, such as lack of food was frequently expressed by anxiety or 

depression symptoms. They conclude that the additive effects of violence and deprivation 

caused the coping mechanisms of children to become overwhelmed, leaving the children 

vulnerable to both externalizing and internalizing PTSD and depression symptoms and 

difficulties in adjustment (Alwood et al., 2002). This is similar to Husain et al. (1998), who 

found that the biggest impact on the children resulted from the loss of a family member and 

deprivation of food, water and shelter (Husain et al., 1998).  

 
Outcomes up to five years after hostilities ended 

Smith, Perrin, Yule, Hacam and Stuvland (2002), reported high numbers of exposure to 

traumatic war experiences and levels of PTSD symptoms two years after the war had ended. 

The researchers noted that due to the absence of second wave clinical interviews, they would 

not attempt to make strong claims about diagnosis but do emphasize that their results give a 

sense of the high levels of distress experienced by these children. They reported that the 

posttraumatic stress symptoms persisted for two years after the war had ended. It was expected 

that the children would exhibit high levels of distress regarding the massive exposure they 

endured during the war. However, the researchers also found it plausible that perhaps over 

time the high levels of distress were maintained due to daily traumatic reminders. Children in 

Bosnia were faced with destroyed buildings and other reminders of the war on a daily basis 

(Smith, Perrin, Yule, Hacam & Stuvland, 2002). Additionally, due to the many land mines that 

were placed during the war, Bosnia remained a dangerous place. In particular since there were 

no maps available where the land mines were placed so that they could be disarmed (Pullis, 

1998). 

It was expected that self-reports of depression would be raised just like the self-reports 

of PTSD, however this was not the case for this particular group. The researchers suggested 

that the majority of children seemed to have developed certain adaptive coping mechanisms in 

times of adversity (Smith et al., 2002). They believe that those coping mechanisms are 

facilitated by the strengths of the community to work together to survive. However, it may be 

possible that depression is a delayed consequence of war exposure. Depression was more 
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strongly related to PTSD symptoms; therefore it was suggested that depressive symptoms may 

be a secondary consequence of PTSD symptoms rather than a consequence of exposure 

directly. It could develop in later years and it may be related to future adverse life events (Smith 

et al., 2002). Additionally, around the same time period, local education officials in the Tuzla 

region found in their study that elementary school children were hyperactive and were walking 

around during class, showed signs of agitation and anxiety, had low self-esteem and 21% of the 

children were exhibiting signals of conduct disorders including rude and oppositional behavior 

(Pullis, 1998).  

 
Outcomes over five years after hostilities ended 

Hasanović et al. (2006) researched the psychological health of war-traumatized children in 

Bosnia seven years after the war ended in 1995. They compared children living with one or 

both parents to children in different foster settings.14 They studied 186 children who were 

between 9 and 15 years old and all experienced various war traumas which resulted in 

psychological consequences. There were different study groups which consisted of either 

children in childcare institutions, children living in the SOS Children’s Village, children in the 

government orphanage or children whose parents died in the war or were separated from 

them. Children from a local elementary school who lived with one or both parents were the 

control group (Hasanović et al., 2006). Ninety-six children experienced symptoms that met 

PTSD criteria. The children from the SOS Children’s Village reported the highest prevalence of 

PTSD and the highest number of traumatic events. Of the 50 children living with one parent, 

29 experienced PTSD symptoms and the lowest prevalence of PTSD was found in children 

living with both parents. Interestingly, PTSD symptoms of children who lost one parent were 

significantly higher than those of children who still had both parents, suggesting that the loss 

of even one parent has a great impact on a child. Regarding depression: 42 of the 186 children 

reported symptoms related to depression. Again, children from the SOS Children’s Village 

reported the highest depression rates and the children living with both parents the lowest 

(Hasanović et al., 2006).  

According to the authors, the traumatic event of losing a parent, in addition to other 

traumatic events, explains the high frequency of the serious psychological disorders among 

those children. Even though the child still has one parent, the family life may be vulnerable. 

The surviving parent may also experience depression and war-related PTSD. In that case, that 

parent may lack the ability to provide adequate support or create a protective atmosphere for 

 
14 If a child in Bosnia has no parents, institutional care was the only option before the 1992-1995 war. However, 
after the war ended, nongovernmental organizations helped establishing the SOS Children’s Villages so that 
more children could receive help. The Villages were meant to serve as an alternative viable means to help 
hundreds of orphans (Hasanović et al., 2006).  
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the development of the child. Children of depressed parents are generally at higher risk for 

psychopathology and other challenges. The protective role of a positive parent-child 

relationship is interrupted and as resilient outcomes in a child are related to that relationship, 

this can have serious consequences for the child (Hasanović et al., 2006). This is concerning 

as a survey conducted in Sarajevo in 2002 showed that most likely four in ten Bosnian youth 

experienced the death of a family member (Barber, 2008). Nevertheless, it does appear that 

even the presence of one parent makes an important difference. In this study, the depression 

rates between children who lost one parent and those who did not lose a parent did not differ 

(Hasanović et al., 2006).  

 Data for a study conducted by Hasanović et al. (2009) was collected in December 2005 

and May 2006 in Bosnia. The study’s 450 participants were primary and secondary school 

students aged between 12 to 15 years who experienced the Bosnian war when they were aged 2 

to 5 years. All participants experienced a number of war traumas, especially loss of family 

members, which was also described in the literature. Their experiences not only resulted in 

psychological disturbances such as PTSD but due to their traumatic experiences, a number of 

children also exhibited aggressive behavior. The study focused on the students, but parents, 

teachers and school management were also greatly involved. Students whose school was 

involved in psychosocial support as part of the ‘School Project’ were compared to students 

whose schools were not involved in the project. During the first measuring and before the 

psychosocial assistance was put into place, the researchers found that students who were not 

involved in the School Project and thus received no psychosocial assistance had significantly 

less severe PTSD symptoms than the students who were involved and did receive psychosocial 

assistance. However, during the second measuring no such significant difference for PTSD 

symptom severity was found. This suggested that the students greatly benefited from the 

psychosocial assistance they received. The recovery from PTSD symptoms may have been 

facilitated by the involvement of parents and teachers in the psychosocial program, thereby 

improving the home and school milieu for the children. The exploration of appropriate coping 

skills also contributed to improvement in sleep and therefore daytime concentration and 

reduced irritability. Additionally, one of the aims of the project was to reduce the aggressive 

behavior among children that resulted from their war traumas. The aforementioned 

exploration of appropriate coping skills in combination with the identification of interpersonal 

conflicts reduced the children’s aggressive behavior due to learning aggression management 

skills (Hasanović et al., 2009).  

 Lastly, Jones (2013), portrayed the lives of forty children who endured the Bosnian 

War. She conducted interviews in 1998, 2002 and 2012 in two towns: Foca and Gorazde. The 

widespread violence of the war was demonstrated by the children’s behavior and even though 
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it was not defined as such, a striking story demonstrated the children getting accustomed to 

the violence around them (Jones, 2013). She discussed the story of a young boy who was 

playing with marbles with his friend. The boy told her that while they were playing, bullets 

were whizzing around them. However, the game was so interesting that the boys did not want 

to stop playing. Only after half an hour when the shooting became too strong, they went inside. 

The author noted that for the boy, the shooting seemed to have no significance until he found 

out someone he knew got wounded from that shooting and died (Jones, 2013).  

However, since much of their psychosocial outcomes coincide with the previously 

discussed findings, we will skip to the author’s findings from 2012. Throughout the years she 

was not able to find all the children she initially interviewed in 1998 but did manage to find 

over half of the forty children. Generally, all of her interviewees felt well, and they seemed have 

grown into healthy young adults. They did not live a worry-free life, but their worries were 

similar to those of any other individual and regarded relationships and future careers. Almost 

all of the interviewees stated to be in love, many finished their degrees and had successfully 

reintegrated back into society after the war. It seemed that most difficulties they were dealing 

with were related to the high unemployment rates due to the war. However, previously 

experienced nightmares, flashbacks, anxieties and fears had all gone. Many remained sad due 

to the loss of one or both parents but accepted that sadness as a part of their lives. One girl 

from Gorazde was the exception, she perceived herself as unwell in 2012. She believed that her 

current state was related to the war (Jones, 2013).  

The researcher noted that she was impressed by her respondents’ mentality. Between 

the group of interviewees, they experienced unemployment, personal injuries, deprivation and 

serious illnesses. However, the majority was optimistic about their futures. Continuing 

symptoms were regarded as part of their daily life and identity (Jones, 2013). An important 

factor in their ability to cope so well was that none of the children experienced feelings of 

isolation. All of them had supportive families or felt support from their community. This study 

showed that even though war traumas can result in children’s accustomization to violence and 

psychosocial disturbances, it does not mean they will always respond with violence in the 

future and it does not necessarily have to hinder their ability to successfully reintegrate (Jones, 

2013). However, these children were not brought up according to a violent ideology. Such an 

environment may result in different outcomes regarding reintegration. In addition, these 

abovementioned findings are of a qualitative nature, whereas other studies discussed in this 

chapter were of a more quantitative nature. Those studies that were based on surveys, often 

showed more negative psychosocial outcomes such as PTSD and depression. The percentage 

of children fully integrated after a traumatic experience may differ from what was expected 

based on the relatively positive results from the interviews. Despite the various benefits of 
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qualitative research methods, the positive results may not hold after using more quantitative 

measuring instruments. It should be noted that such differences could be the consequence of 

the variation in outcomes based on qualitative and quantitative research. 

 

Age and trauma  

There are certain differences in psychosocial outcomes for children depending on their age. In 

studies in Bosnia, younger children generally exhibited attention problems, aggressive 

behavior and other externalizing behaviors (Hasanović, 2011). The aforementioned study did 

not give an explanation why age seemed to make a difference, but in another study it was found 

that younger children were more likely to exhibit externalizing behavior because they may not 

be able to express their feelings into words and talk about their experiences yet. This may result 

in the expression of feelings through action or aggressive behaviors. Younger children are more 

likely to exhibit such acute distress symptoms not only due to their trauma exposure but also 

due to the separation from their primary caregivers (Jensen & Shaw, 1993). Generally, children 

are strongly attached to their parents. In adverse situation such as war, those attachments 

often become even stronger. Therefore, when a child experiences parental separation this can 

cause various difficulties in children’s psychological development and health (Hasanović, 

2011). These findings were reaffirmed by other studies whose focus was not on Bosnian 

children and those added that younger children seem to be provided with some sort of 

protection from the severity of trauma as they do not fully understand its negative 

consequences yet (Barenbaum, Ruchkin & Schwab-Stone, 2004).  

With regards to older children, Bosnian studies generally found that the prevalence of 

PTSD and depression was significantly greater than among younger ones (Hasanović, 2011). 

The aforementioned study did not give an explanation why age seemed to make a difference, 

but in another study it was found that due to their cognitive development and inner 

conceptualization of trauma, older children were more at risk for the development of 

depression symptoms (Papageorgiou et al., 2000). Additionally, older children may be more 

severely traumatized due to their greater awareness of the conflict and higher exposure to 

violence (Werner, 2012). Consequently, both being young and being older may have its 

advantages and disadvantages while in conflict, but war trauma’s will have a big impact one 

way or the other. 

 

Protective factors and resiliency  

The previous paragraph already touched upon protective factors regarding age in which it was 

explained that that younger children seem to be provided with some sort of protection from 

the severity of trauma as they do not fully understand its negative consequences yet. 
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Additionally, the psychological outcomes of war seem to be related to the available social 

support (Barenbaum et al., 2004). Family takes a prominent place in the Bosnian culture 

(Nelson, 2003). Serious long-term psychological consequences may arise from the loss of one 

or both parents during early childhood. The continuation of warm and personal relationships 

with an adult or a close-knit community is important in such cases as it can ameliorate adverse 

outcomes. It seems that it is not as much the traumatic event but the disruption and stress 

following that event that result in adverse long-term outcomes (Hasanović et al., 2006).  

Despite the fact that the impact of war on children was severe and widespread, the 

researchers from a study on Bosnian children during the war emphasized the remarkable 

resilience they found in children. That is perhaps best expressed by the finding that even 

though they experienced the toughest events that can happen to a child, still two thirds of the 

children felt that life was worth living. Demonstrating a complex message of trauma and 

resilience. Despite the fact that it represents a challenge for these Bosnian children, it also gives 

hope for their future (Goldstein et al., 1997). Resiliency in children is also emphasized in 

literature that did not focus on Bosnian children. According to Werner (2012), an important 

condition for posttraumatic growth in children, is the fulfillment of basic needs combined with 

psychosocial assistance and restoring of a sustainable sanitary environment after the armed 

conflict has ended. Access to health care, clean water, food and shelter are an essential part of 

that. Efforts to establish or restore an educational system should be a priority. An environment 

such as a classroom offers routine, rules and academic skills training that have been neglected 

during the conflict and restores a sense of normalization and stability. Additionally, it provides 

children with the opportunity for social interactions and friendships, both of which contribute 

to the psychological wellbeing of the war-affected children (Barenbaum et al., 2004; Werner, 

2012).  

 

Healing  

Psychosocial intervention programs have shown preliminary evidence of a positive effect on 

children’s mental health. An early childhood care and education program was implemented in 

Bosnia in 1996, approximately six months after the Dayton Peace Accord was signed. 

Outcomes of the program showed a moderate positive effect on mental health of both children 

and their mothers.15 The program aimed to enrich the child’s environment by focusing on the 

mother-child interaction. The program worked with different groups of children, mothers, 

group leaders and a supervisor. For a period of five months, the intervention groups met once 

per week for a two-hour semi-structured meeting (Dybdahl, 2001).  

 
15 The average age of the children was 5.5 years (Dybdahl, 2001).  
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Due to the weekly meetings, a positive effect was found on the mothers’ mental health, 

children’s weight gain and several measures of children’s psychosocial functioning and mental 

health. Compared to the children in the control group, children in the intervention group were 

rated as happier, less clingy and demonstrating less extreme mood swings by the interviewers. 

A possible explanation for the intervention’s positive effects on the children is that the mothers 

became more able to help their children due to their own symptom reduction. As mentioned 

above, parental mental health can be a protective factor for a child’s psychosocial wellbeing. In 

interventions such as these in which parental involvement is supported, a significant protective 

and healing effect can be seen and with subsequent specific interventions, those effects could 

be further enhanced (Dybdahl, 2001). This suggests, that even though the psychosocial impact 

on the children and adolescents was indisputable, with adequate support and interventions 

they can learn the coping strategies to cope with their past and traumas (Dybdahl, 2001).  

 

3.4. Sub-conclusion 

This chapter served to contextualize the foreign fighter phenomenon, establish the scope, 

provide an overview of the psychosocial outcomes of children who endured the Bosnian War 

and answer the first and second sub-question regarding the experiences and long-term 

consequences for children growing up in conflict areas. It can be concluded that the young 

population of Bosnia who experienced and survived the 1992-1995 war is a group that was 

multi-traumatized. Especially young individuals who were forced to leave their home during 

wartime and lost their father or other family members seem to be at risk for more serious long-

term psychological problems. The discussed studies indicated that the young trauma victims 

were struggling with a variety of psychological disturbances such as PTSD, depression and 

behavioral issues. However, even though the impact was severe, studies such as the ones 

described above show that the appropriate psychosocial support does give hope for the 

children’s future. Despite growing up in an environment in which they were playing next to 

heavily armed soldiers and graves and most likely got accustomed to the violence around them, 

it does not appear that they are a danger to their environment. Their aggressive behaviors, if 

they were present, were reduced by the psychosocial assistance program they were enrolled in. 

Additionally, the children researched by Jones (2013), seemed to have reintegrated very well. 

Despite experiencing very traumatic events, it seems that these children can function in society 

and were able to perform responsibilities in school and work. 
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Chapter 4. Children in IS-held territory 

This chapter serves to contextualize the circumstances which the children who have returned 

to Western Europe may have experienced while residing in the former Caliphate. As discussed 

above, children are greatly impacted by wars and it can be assumed that the same holds true 

for the children in Syria and Iraq. Living in IS-controlled territory means a life influenced by 

IS rule and a life isolated from the outside world as listening or watching Western channels 

was prohibited (De Bont et al., 2017; Van San, 2019). The only channel that was allowed was 

the radio channel of IS. This made it impossible to have an understanding of what was going 

on in the outside world if a person had no means to secretly follow Western media (Van San, 

2019). Individuals who did not submit to the strict rules were harshly punished. Executions 

and other punishments were part of daily life and people were often forced to watch. IS often 

took children to these public displays. There have been instances of parents taking 

photographs of their children with the remains of the individuals that had been executed. 

Adding to the exposure to the horrors of war, the indoctrination and training these children 

undergo are extremely traumatizing. Daily confrontations with violence and death add to that 

trauma (De Bont et al., 2017; NCTV & AIVD, 2017). Such confrontations with death and 

destruction are a proven stressor for children in IS-controlled areas and additionally results in 

complex challenges upon return to their countries of origin as some minors may be more 

willing to engage in violence or got accustomed to it (De Bont et al., 2017; NCTV & AIVD, 2017). 

The fact that young children are given toy weapons to play with reinforces the children’s 

accustomization to violence. Exposure and getting used to violence may result in short as well 

as long term negative outcomes regarding the physical and psychological wellbeing of the 

children (Benotman & Malik, 2016). 

Between the warring parties, IS stood out as the principal operator of children 

(Polalova, 2020). It has come to light that children have been deployed as spies, were manning 

checkpoints, recruited other children, were used for administrative functions, combat-based 

roles and for suicide missions (Almohammad, 2018). IS had children of diverse walks of life 

and backgrounds available to them. However, the children under IS’ control that are most 

relevant for this study are the foreign children who were born in or brought to the Caliphate by 

their parents (Pokalova, 2020). Unfortunately, literature on the exact role and daily life of 

Western European children is scarce and less is known about the recruitment of foreign 

children than of local children (Horgan, Taylor & Bloom, 2016). However, what we can 

elaborate on are their experiences living under IS-rule by focusing on overarching patterns 

which shape these children’s lives. Through combining more general literature on life under 

IS-rule with the few studies that specifically looked into Western European children, an 

attempt will be made to understand in what sort of world the children lived. 
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4.1. Indoctrination, education and training 

Part of living in IS-territory is IS’ indoctrination efforts focused especially on children. By using 

their sophisticated system, IS indoctrinated, educated and trained the children under their rule 

as the future fighters and ideal citizens of the Caliphate (Pokalova, 2020). The indoctrination, 

education and training of children by IS will be discussed consecutively in the following 

paragraphs.  

 

4.1.1. Indoctrination  

During times of war, children are in a heightened state of vulnerability, creating a more 

effective environment for the indoctrination to take place. Tight control and strategic planning 

were utilized by IS to ensure the messages of hatred and violence were instilled in the children 

(Benotman & Malik, 2016). Education in and exposure to violent practices and continual 

fighting, will most likely result in psychological damage. When the children become adults, 

they tend to develop violent solutions to their problems as they do not consider peacekeeping 

solutions as good alternatives. This results in an entire generation of children who have been 

indoctrinated to believe that bloodshed is normal, forming the ideal supply of potential 

fighters. Since the introduction of the ideology often took place at such a young age, the 

children are more likely to defend its practices since they consider it to be normal (Benotman 

& Malik, 2016).  

Part of indoctrination is the process of socialization into the individual’s new role 

(Bloom & Horgan, 2019). It is uncertain how much time is in between the arrival of foreign 

children and their engagement in IS-activities. There does appear to be a period of adjustment 

and socialization as not all foreign children undergo training instantly after arrival (Horgan, 

Bloom & Taylor, 2016). Children have to be socialized into their new role, due to the brain’s 

plasticity, early stages of brain development are particularly sensitive to embedding messages. 

The former combined with the fact that children generally have less preformed beliefs and 

conceptions results in the effect that younger children are more susceptible to indoctrination 

than adults (Bloom & Horgan 2019; Benotman & Malik, 2016). The children are taught IS’ 

vision of the world and thereby the need to be wary of ‘others’. For the younger children who 

are not allowed to go to school or the training camps yet, IS created certain online content. The 

content ranges from videos to help very young children learn the alphabet to violent 

videogames designed to further strengthen the indoctrination process (Bouzar & Bénézech, 

2019). Through regular exposure to public executions for example, children get accustomed 

and desensitized to the brutality of IS (Bloom & Horgan, 2019). They are taught that such 

manifestations of violence are part of everyday life (NCTV & AIVD, 2017).  
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Another important part of the indoctrination of Western European children is the role 

of their parents. They intentionally travelled to IS-territory to live under IS-rule, often with the 

notion that their children will become the future fighters of IS (NCTV & AIVD, 2017). This 

means that the children born into the former Caliphate or taken there at a very young age have 

been indoctrinated into IS’ extreme values from early on instead of having to convert into the 

radical ideologies (Benotman & Malik, 2016). Children are especially susceptible to 

indoctrination when it comes from people they know, such as their parents. This is particularly 

pertinent in the context that IS operates in as the whole family is involved in the indoctrination 

process. This will be discussed further in paragraph 4.1.1.1.  

IS documents and propaganda have often been the basis for research on IS’s 

indoctrination of children (Almohammad, 2018). Such studies have led to evidence that the 

children under IS rule are generally divided into four groups: locals, orphans, Middle Eastern 

and North Africans (MENA) and foreign children. Indoctrination and training reportedly vary 

depending of the child’s background (local, orphans, MENA and foreign) and whether the child 

attended a school run by IS. It was suggested that foreign and MENA children have to undergo 

a more intense period of indoctrination and training and thus intense physical and 

psychological brutalization.16 As such, the possible threat they pose to their countries of origin 

should be considered (Almohammad, 2018).  IS may possibly utilize and anticipate the return 

of foreign children to their home countries. They are special and valuable to IS and their role 

is not only in IS-controlled areas but also in the lands of infidels, meaning the countries that 

are not under the control of IS. This is why their role is more often to appear in propaganda 

videos as showpieces than to actually participate in battle. So, it seems that they are not 

sacrificed for the cause (Bloom & Horgan, 2019; Almohammad, 2018).  

 

4.1.1.1. The role of family 

A unique and challenging aspect of this situation is that children not only risk indoctrination 

by the organization, but also by people whom they love and are dependent on: their family, 

especially in the case of the children of foreign fighters. These children are taught the extreme 

values of IS in their upbringing and not knowing any better, they do not need re-education. IS 

is aware of this and reinforces the process by developing manuals to support families in raising 

their children according to IS ideology. By using those manuals, the families enable IS to groom 

more loyal members (NCTV & AIVD, 2017). What is important under these circumstances is 

that the behavior of young children and what they say is often a reflection or the parroting of 

 
16 It should be noted that many children of foreign fighters are under nine years old and as such generally have 
not received military training. Thus, experienced most likely less physical brutalization. However, that does not 
reduce the possible psychological brutalization as the indoctrination period does apply to them since that has 
been a part of their life ever since they were born or arrived in IS-territory.  
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their parents’ instructions. Behavior like that can clearly be seen in a VICE News interview.17 

In that interview, Belgian IS fighter Abdullah al-Bajliki’s young son is asked a couple of 

questions about IS and infidels. The boy is clearly too young to understand what he is being 

asked and his answers are prompted by his father. With every answer he looks at his father 

almost as if he is trying to see if he said the right thing (Horgan et al., 2016; NCTV & AIVD, 

2017). Similar cases of parental influence can be found in other propaganda material where it 

seems as if children merely parrot what they have heard from their parents rather than exhibit 

some genuine degree of radicalization (Bloom & Horgan, 2019).  

An important distinction between this conflict and other conflicts is that parents and 

other family members do not only play a crucial role in the indoctrination process, but also the 

recruitment process of the children. Contrastingly, child soldiers are often kidnapped and 

taken away from their families, whereas IS children are recruited and indoctrinated by their 

own parents. As discussed in paragraph 3.3.1., family can be an important protective factor. 

However, family can hardly be a protective factor when they are involved in the child’s 

indoctrination process into IS in the first place (Horgan et al., 2016). The family of the child as 

a positive, protective factor may not apply here (Van der Heide & Geenen, 2017). This is per 

example the case for the British Isa Dare, the young boy discussed in the introduction. His 

mother Khadijah Dare, who converted to Islam in 2010, took her baby Isa from the United 

Kingdom to Syria in 2012 to marry a foreign fighter from Sweden. She became a much-touted 

propagandist and her son was often present in propaganda images and videos. So much even, 

he was nicknamed ‘Jihadi Junior’. She took pictures of him posing with an AK-47, which 

eventually developed in his involvement in the propaganda video mentioned in the 

introduction. In the video it is even possible to hear his mother audibly encourage him in the 

background (Bloom & Horgan, 2019).  

The case of Isa Dare may be an extreme example but taking their child to IS-territory 

does not mean that a parent can no longer be a protective factor. This issue is further 

complicated by the possible disillusionment of the parents.18 However, on a critical note, when 

an individual becomes disillusioned, this does not necessarily mean that they no longer adhere 

to IS’ ideology (Van Miert, 2017). As such, disillusionment is difficult to categorize as a possible 

protective factor. The same applies to categorizing the involvement with IS as a risk factor. A 

significant proportion of Syria travelers has become disillusioned, so this is a subject that 

deserves further research.  

 
17 The interview is part of a documentary made by VICE News. This interview can be seen in the second part of 
the documentary, see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jzCAPJDAnQA. 
18 Generally, in such cases, travelers expected to live in the advertised Syrian paradise, but experienced chaos, 
the absence of leadership and mutual distrust (Van Miert, 2017). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jzCAPJDAnQA
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Apart from family members, the heavy indoctrination with IS ideology is achieved 

through education and training (Benotman & Malik, 2016).  The curriculum of the schools run 

by IS, has even been referred to as blatant indoctrination (Bloom & Horgan, 2019). As such, 

education is the next step in the indoctrination process. The process continues with the 

training camp in which the children put the things they learned in school into practice (Bouzar 

& Bénézech, 2019). This next step further intensifies the indoctrination process that began 

during children’s education (Benotman & Malik, 2016). To further understand these steps, 

education and training under IS rule will be discussed below. 

 

4.1.2.  Education   

By 2017, an estimate of 1,050,000 children in IS-held areas were not in school or attended one 

controlled by IS. Ideologically grooming their next generation is a priority for IS, and therefore 

schools are very important to them and a means to learn children how to hate. It is also an 

important tool to convince youths of their radical views or at least have them parrot the group’s 

ideology (Bloom & Horgan, 2019). Apart from the extra language lessons, the curriculum 

seems to be similar for foreign and local children. For that reason, the general education system 

will be discussed. 

In order to put the strict and specific interpretation of sharia by IS to practice, IS 

established a totalitarian state apparatus including a ministry of education. After the ministry 

of education was established, education became mandatory for both boys and girls. However, 

the duration of education differed per gender. Boys go to school from the age of 6 until 18 and 

girls from the age of 6 until 15. Interestingly, education was claimed to be mandatory, but 

attendance did not seem to be forced. Most parents willingly sent their children to IS schools, 

however, a few reports showed that some parents chose to homeschool their children to avoid 

education by IS (Bloom & Horgan, 2019). The aforementioned mostly regards local children 

and as foreign fighters intentionally travel to IS-territory so their children and themselves can 

live in a state that enforces the laws of sharia, it is assumed that they do not keep their children 

at home (NCTV & AIVD, 2017).  

 Children’s primary education has significantly changed under IS rule (De Bont et al., 

2017). Due to these changes the children have most likely lost their sense of normal education 

(Benotman & Malik, 2016). Classes such as art, music and philosophy were cancelled and also 

any subjects that implied financial interest or establishing democracy were removed (Bloom & 

Horgan, 2019). Apart from reorganizing the study program towards religion and militancy, 

physical education was accompanied by weapon training and was now called ‘jihadi training’. 

These changes turned religion and combat training into the primary courses (Bloom & Horgan, 

2019; Pokalova, 2020). This resulted among other things, in children having to memorize and 
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recite Koran passages in a group during class and theory lessons on which weapons best to use 

in certain situations. Additionally, history lessons were solely focused on the prophet 

Muhammad’s life (NCTV & AIVD, 2017). They did consider the importance of maintaining 

some scientific standards which reflected a need for skills necessary for leading the Caliphate. 

So, classes in physics, chemistry, mathematics, Arabic and English continued (Bloom & 

Horgan, 2019). To receive the required linguistic education, MENA and foreign children were 

separated when Arabic was not their first language until the children’s knowledge of the 

language was sufficient (Almohammad, 2018).  

Furthermore, IS made alterations to the used terminology. ‘The land of the Muslims’ 

and ‘Islamic State’ replaced ‘homeland’ and ‘Syria’. The instilment of future gender-based roles 

in children and indoctrinating them with their ideology seems IS’s the main goal of primary 

education (De Bont et al., 2017). Textbooks used by IS use violent and military imagery to teach 

children the alphabet and mathematics. The B is for bomb and the D is for dagger for example. 

Arithmetic problems and equations feature tanks or Kalashnikov rifles as opposed to apples 

and pears, demonstrating to the children that these instruments of violence are a normal part 

of life (Bloom & Horgan, 2019; see figure 4). Their ‘educational’ textbook ‘I am Muslim’ 

supports IS’ beliefs and a world in which their beliefs are true, and all others are false. 

Essentially emphasizing the sense of us-versus-them (NCTV & AIVD, 2017). An IS teacher 

stated: “I was teaching them to become a young terrorist. I was simply brainwashing them” 

(Bloom & Horgan, 2019, p. 68)   

Girls’ education focuses on religion and learning how to best support their future 

husband. They are considered the flowers and pearls of the Caliphate and special rules apply 

to them. They are taught domestic duties, including how to cook, sew and look after children. 

They must be supportive wives for their fighter husbands and mothers of IS’ future fighters 

(NCTV & AIVD, 2017). Girls are expected to marry an IS fighter once they reach puberty but 

are eligible for marriage when they are as young as 9 years old. Once that happens, they are 

expected to bear many children and to support the family (Bloom & Horgan, 2019). With the 

exception of going to school, girls must remain hidden 

and preferably stay at home. When they do go outside, 

they are expected to be entirely veiled. This life of 

arranged marriages often involves sexual violence and 

can be extremely brutal for girls (NCTV & AIVD, 2017; 

Pokalova, 2020).  

Research shows that girls have not been 

involved in battle or suicide missions so far. It is 

believed that a small amount of the girls is receiving 
Figure 4. Children’s second-grade math textbook 
featuring guns and tanks (Bloom & Horgan, 2019). 
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weapon training, but they are not allowed to use their knowledge until they are told to do so. A 

situation in which that could happen is when the Caliphate is under threat and the defensive 

jihad is needed. The same instructions apply to adult women (NCTV & AIVD, 2017). However, 

the Caliphate has been under threat and has collapsed. This means that the situation arose 

where the defensive jihad was needed. In July 2017, an article in IS’ official magazine called 

Rumiyah stated that it was time for the women to participate in the violent jihad. It remains 

unclear to what extent that has actually happened but reports of alleged female suicide 

bombers and snipers have increased. However, no such reports have surfaced about young 

girls (De Bont et al., 2017). While the defensive jihad was believed to be an extraordinary event, 

for young boys, participation in jihad seems a natural step in their upbringing (Pokalova, 

2020). The physical education exercises are designed as play, but are really a form of direct, 

non-military training establishing the foundation of physical training and loyalty to IS (NCTV 

& AIVD, 2017). From 9 years onwards boys can be sent to special training camps where they 

receive Sharia lessons and firearms and execution training. Those camps for children are 

modelled after training camps for adults (De Bont et al., 2017). The training camps will be 

discussed more extensively in the following paragraph.  

 

4.1.3. Training  

As mentioned above, specific literature on the exact daily experiences of Western European 

children is scarce. For that reason, more general knowledge of the training of children in IS-

territories will be discussed, combined with the available evidence about the Western 

European children. For that reason, this paragraph will start with a more general overview of 

the training process.  

As previously discussed, boys aged from 9 years onwards can be sent to special training 

camps. However, contradictorily, IS reported to have some sort of age-appropriate 

involvement rules. An IS press officer stated that children younger than 15 years old go to a 

sharia camp where they are taught about their creed and religion. Children older than 16 years 

can attend military camps when they are selected to do so. Children younger than 13 years are 

not allowed to attend training camps but are employed as spies who have to inform on family, 

friends and neighbors (Bloom & Horgan, 2019). However, there have been reports of children 

as young as 6-years-old training in the camps and according to various reports, the 

‘appropriate’ time is more likely when the children are 9 years old rather than 16 (Speckhard, 

2017).  

Conformity, compliance and blind obedience characterize children’s advancement 

from regular education to fully fledged Cub training (Horgan et al., 2016). The camps in which 

the Cubs are trained facilitate further indoctrination of the children (Speckhard, 2017). They 
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are taught to believe that executing so-called enemies is an honor and a privilege (NCTV & 

AIVD, 2017). This is related to the fact that entry into the Cubs are made a rare commodity, 

which makes the children increasingly want to be part of it. This is also evident in IS’ 

propaganda. In some video’s children are seen wearing Cub uniforms and others regular 

clothing.19 It is clear that the children in uniform are privileged. Essentially IS tries to evoke 

jealousy and competition amongst the children. Additionally, it is believed that foreign 

children are more likely to become cubs because of their status (Bloom & Horgan, 2019).  

It appears that foreign children are mostly used for propaganda purposes, but there 

have been reports such as these of foreign children present in the military training camps 

(Almohammad, 2018). In fact, interviews conducted by data collectors working with 

Almohammad (2018), uncovered that it is mandatory that the male children of foreign fighters 

are enlisted and sent to the training camp. Even widows of foreign fighters are forced to register 

their children for training (Almohammad, 2018). So, regarding the children of foreign fighters 

it seems that they indeed receive military training when they are approximately 9 years old but 

are not sent into battle. In addition, there are also very little reports of Western European 

children as suicide bombers, which suggests that they are indeed ‘saved’ for later and IS wants 

them to return home and fight there (Bloom & Horgan, 2019; Almohammad, 2018).20 

It should be noted that as the age for training seems to be 9 years, many foreign 

children, at least the ones who were born in IS-territory, are therefore too young to have 

undergone military training. Foreign fighters started traveling to the conflict zone in big 

numbers around 2012 and 2013 (Boutin et al., 2016). This means that the oldest children born 

in the former Caliphate are 8 or 7 years old at most and therefore maybe on the edge of 

eligibility for training. A big proportion of the children under IS are younger than 9 years, as 

was previously discussed in chapter 3.2. The aforementioned means that perhaps only a 

minority of the Western European children actually received military training (Van der Heide 

& Geenen, 2017). A different situation arises for children who were taken to IS-territory by 

their parents at a certain age. It is possible that they have received the discussed training and 

therefore the aforementioned could apply to them.  

 

 

 
19 A Cub's uniform is a black headband with a beige camouflage uniform and the children carry automatic 
weapons (Bloom & Horgan, 2019). 
20 One of the few known cases are those of a 13-year-old French boy who died fighting for IS reportedly in 
March 2015 and in January 2016, IS eulogized a German minor as a martyr through their media center (Horgan 
et al., 2016). 
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4.2. Propaganda  

Even though IS is not the only nor the first group to use children in combat or as suicide 

bombers, they do differ from their predecessors regarding their propaganda. IS proudly 

advertises their use of children, their ‘Cubs of the Caliphate’ (Pokalova, 2020). The sheer 

quantity and quality of propaganda that IS has produced and distributed online was game 

changing. The manner in which they used social media to recruit FF and encourage domestic 

terrorists has been effective to say the least. It is what IS calls their battle for the hearts and 

minds. Resources have been invested in order to create a complex set of media hubs which 

produced professional materials. Magazines, newsletters, videos and social media messaging 

were part of their repertoire. However, due to the loss of territory, the volume has decreased 

(Dawson, 2018). For instance, the last time IS’ official magazine Rumiyah was published was 

in September 2017 (Vandersmissen & Clerix, 2018). Despite the aforementioned loss of 

territory and the collapse of the Caliphate, it does seem that the IS’ propaganda machine is still 

functioning. However, it appears as if they are recycling old material. Videos are still being 

spread but there is not much new content (Hénin, 2019).  

 Children have played a prominent role in IS propaganda and their purpose is twofold. 

Firstly, images of lifeless children are supposed to enrage IS-supporters and legitimize IS’ 

violent attacks. Secondly, combat-hungry children are supposed to instill fear and shock the 

enemy. They are depicted as cubs that will grow to become lions, sending a message that they 

are training a new generation. The images and videos are designed to strike a sensitive chord 

among the international community. In July 2015, IS released their first propaganda video 

demonstrating a minor carrying out a beheading (Bloom & Horgan, 2019). Subsequent in early 

2016 they released their first video featuring a European child: the aforementioned video of 4-

year-old British Isa Dare. Research suggests that certain children are selected to repeatedly 

appear in the propaganda videos created by IS. Often, it is the children of foreign fighters that 

are put in the spotlight due to their diversity, multicultural and multiracial background and 

their elite status. Concerning local children, appearing in propaganda videos often means that 

they are preparing for their martyrdom. However, this does not seem to be the case for foreign 

children. As mentioned in chapter 4.1.1., these children are not sacrificed for the cause and 

there are examples of children who often appear in videos and are not sent on a mission (Bloom 

& Horgan, 2019). In other propaganda videos, children of foreign fighters were shown as 

hardened soldiers ready to infiltrate their home countries and seeing French children openly 

threatening to attack Europe, was a shock for the international community which instilled fear 

for the children worldwide (NCTV & AIVD, 2017).  
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4.3. Sub-conclusion 

This chapter served to contextualize the possible experiences the children who have returned 

to Europe may have endured while residing in the former Caliphate. By doing so, it answered 

the third sub-question regarding those experiences. It not only discussed the strict rules the 

children had to live under and their accustomization to violence but also IS’ indoctrination, 

education and training practices. When children are young, they are especially susceptible to 

indoctrination and especially when it comes from the people they know. That is why the 

children’s parents play such a big and unique role under these circumstances.  Additionally, it 

discussed IS’ use of propaganda and the roles of the children in that propaganda.  
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Chapter 5. Current wellbeing of the children  

The first section of this thesis outlined the psychosocial outcomes of children who endured the 

Bosnian War and the circumstances the children who have returned to Europe may have 

experienced while residing in the former Caliphate. This chapter will discuss the findings of 

the content-analysis and interviews and answer the fourth sub-question regarding the current 

physical and psychological wellbeing of children who have returned so far. Subsequently in 

chapter 6, all the gathered information will be used to compare the two groups of children and 

carefully estimate what can be expected for the long-term outcomes of the children who once 

resided in IS-territory.  

 

5.1. Content-analysis results 

The content-analysis yielded 115 articles that were all coded into themes. This chapter will 

discuss its findings. Many of the findings with regards to experiences in the former Caliphate 

and education coincides with the studies literature as discussed in chapter 4. Therefore, this 

chapter will not discuss the findings derived from the codes: ‘Experiences in the Caliphate’ and 

‘Education in the Caliphate,’ instead this chapter will focus more on the psychosocial wellbeing 

of the children. The information discussed in the following paragraphs is based on the 

researched news articles and derives from the codes: ‘Back to school,’ ‘Examples of 

repatriation,’ ‘Examples of return,’ ‘Experiences after return,’ ‘Physical and psychological 

wellbeing’ and ‘Research in camps’.  

 

5.1.1. Wellbeing of children residing in the camps 

Psychologist Gerrit Loots and his colleagues, including interviewee Heidi de Pauw, visited two 

camps in Syria. He stated that for many Belgian children, their psychological development 

proceeds normally and they are not the time bombs they are so often portrayed as. Although 

he only saw Belgian children, he expects similar results for children of other nationalities. The 

concerns for the risks that these children might pose are unfounded in his opinion. These 

children can be put in any school class and will do fine, they are just like other children. 

According to Loots, there is no theory in the developmental psychology field that confirms the 

possibility to indoctrinate babies and toddlers. Even if that was possible, the effects can be 

reversed once the child is taken out of that environment.  

The Belgian children the researchers saw in the camps, were able to have fun and they took 

care of each other. However, it was apparent that they had experienced traumatic events, many 

were anxious and scared of loud noises such as airplanes flying over the camp. Their 

psychological health was tested by observing how they play while the researchers tried to 
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establish their cognitive, motorial and language development and overall psychological 

wellbeing. Unfortunately, their physical health was quite bad. The majority of the children they 

saw were chronically malnourished and experienced stunted growth, mostly due to the limited 

medical facilities available in the camp and the lack of food and clean water. Chronical 

malnourishment can have severe consequences for the development, both physically and 

psychologically, of the child later in life. During the second visit, the researchers noticed that 

the children’s conditions deteriorated due to the conditions in the camp. They were not able to 

focus as well, were fighting over toys and were playing less cooperatively. They were showing 

signs of psychological distress and their behavior seemed to reflect what was happening in the 

camps.  

 

5.1.2. Child returnees as reported in the news 

Not all Western European countries have put the same effort into the repatriation of children, 

but processes after return in many countries look similar.  The ultimate aim is to have the 

children back in school and functioning in society again. Each child will receive customized 

care according to an individual plan. Repatriation mostly took place in recent years from 2018 

onwards.21 Regarding Western European countries, France has repatriated the most children 

from camps in Syria and Iraq, approximately 45 have been repatriated up until 2019. Thierry 

Baubet, a child psychiatrist in France has helped and monitored many children who have 

returned from the former Caliphate. He discussed that since 2016, 134 children have returned 

to France either with their parents or through repatriation. As of July 2019, a total of thirty 

children have been repatriated to Belgium. Four orphans have been repatriated by the 

Netherlands, with the help of France. According to the Dutch Child Care and Protection Board, 

less than ten children have returned to the Netherlands from the former Caliphate through 

repatriation or with their parents. Over 2019, the United Kingdom has repatriated a few 

children from British foreign fighters. However, according to the news articles it remains 

unknown what the exact number of children is and if it regards orphans or not. As of August 

2019, a total of fifteen children have been reported to have been repatriated by Germany. 

However, these numbers are solely based on the conducted content-analysis, actual numbers 

may be higher or lower.  

 

5.1.3. Physical and psychological wellbeing  

Generally, therapists and individuals working with the children are not allowed to provide 

detailed information or details about the children in order to give them the chance to build a 

normal life. However, this paragraph will discuss what is known about their physical and 

 
21 Most individuals who were able to return by themselves did so in 2013. 
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psychological wellbeing through the global picture of the children’s wellbeing as portrayed by 

the news.  

Overall, the most frequently reported physical issues were emaciation, infections, 

viruses and untreated wounds. Mostly due to the children’s time in the camps or due to older 

injuries contracted in the former Caliphate, the physical wellbeing of many children right after 

return was reported to be quite bad. This is partially related to the fact that many orphans get 

repatriated due to sickness and their parents’ death.  

Throughout the news articles, the most frequently reported psychological issues from 

all Western-European children taken together were aggression, nightmares, sleeping 

problems, attachment issues, developmental delays, anxiety and depressive symptoms. The 

psychological wellbeing differs per child, but the aforementioned issues were reported about 

many of the returned children. 

 Caregivers and therapists from children from various countries reported that many of 

the children needed some time to adjust to their new surroundings upon arrival. Children often 

had nightmares and lie awake all night screaming. A therapist stated that some of the children 

who he has examined in France, peed their pants again or suffered from depression and 

attachment issues. It goes without saying that many children were in need of psychological 

care and in addition, some children exhibited unusual behavior, which gave some indications 

of their previous experiences. Striking examples of that were the eating habits of two Dutch 

children. The way the children handled their food gave an indication of their experiences in the 

camp. They sat in a corner while devouring it, as if they were scared someone was going to take 

it from them. There were also more extreme examples present such as a young French girl who 

was playing with knifes. Her father assumed that she saw videos of it and was acting out what 

she had seen. News articles reported that some children exhibited aggressive behavior due to 

their long-term traumatization.22  

 However, it seemed that certain children did not struggle as much with adjusting to 

their new surroundings. Many articles reported on returned children who were happy and 

enjoyed playing with other children and their siblings. Moreover, doctors stated that the 

children seem to resemble other children their age. Additionally, many children seemed to 

have eventually overcome their developmental delays. Even children whose mothers are in 

prison can adapt well to the new environment despite being separated from their mother upon 

arrival. Generally, they visit their mother on a weekly basis. The ability to adapt well to the 

 
22 However, according to a therapist from the Arq National Psychotrauma Center in the Netherlands, those 
outcomes could be reduced after treatment such as EMDR. EMDR is used to reduce the burden of a certain 
traumatic memory and in turn reduces the individual’s anxiety. According to the therapist it is an evidence-
based method for children.   
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environment can also be explained by therapists from various countries noticing that these 

children quickly want to return to a normal life and go to school. 

 News articles covered quite generally that schools, day-care facilities and youth services 

in certain Western European countries have positive experiences with reintegrating the 

children who returned from IS-territory. Nonetheless, children exhibited unusual behavior at 

school at times. This can be seen in examples in which a child asked their teacher why there 

were no dead bodies on the streets here or children reenacting what they have seen while they 

were in the former Caliphate. Such instances demonstrate the confusion of the children, they 

do not seem to understand yet that they are now in a safer environment and seem to lack a 

basic foundation of trust. For example, a few news articles reported about a 9-year-old boy who 

was not able to integrate at his school at first. He had spent two years in the Caliphate which 

caused that the boy became deeply confused. He did not like the other children at school and 

picked fights with them as he believed they were ‘evil’ unbelievers. As such, the boy attacked 

his classmates and had to leave school on his first day back. However, after spending a year 

under careful supervision the boy was allowed back to school. During that year, the boy spent 

many days with his grandfather at playgrounds, showing the boy that other children are not 

enemies but playmates.  

The overall message from the experts working with the children seems to be hopeful. 

After the period of adjusting, many seem to be doing well and are attending school again. A 

therapist from the Arq National Psychotrauma Center in the Netherlands stated that even 

though the children she has worked with were deeply affected, they were also very resilient. 

Researchers have expressed to be astonished by how well the children seem to adjust to their 

new lives. Some children adjust easier than others, but once they back in school and making 

friends, they seem to able to pick up their normal lives and are doing well. Experts do carefully 

conclude that the children are not the time bombs as they are often portrayed. However, the 

traumatic events that these children have experienced should always be acknowledged. In 

addition, these abovementioned findings are of a qualitative nature and are based on opinions 

and individual cases of returned children. Future population-based studies have to determine 

the long-term psychosocial outcomes and actual numbers of children who integrate well into 

society and children who do not. As reported earlier in the study on Bosnian children, the 

percentage of children fully integrated after a traumatic experience may differ from what was 

expected based on the relatively positive results from the interviews.  
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5.2. Interview results 

Information about the wellbeing of the children is often classified due to its sensitivity. 

However, other interesting information was acquired during the interviews. Throughout the 

interviews, the resilience of children, their wellbeing, their behavior with regards to 

radicalization, radicalization among children and the stigma that is often placed on the 

children were discussed. These subjects will be discussed consecutively in the following 

paragraphs.  

 

5.2.1. Resilience and flexibility 

The resilience of children has been emphasized throughout this thesis. It was noted in 

paragraphs 3.3.1. on the Bosnian War and 5.1. on the content-analysis results and was also 

discussed during the interviews. Multiple respondents made statements regarding this subject: 

R2: “Our starting point [of the organization] is that children are actually incredibly flexible and 

resilient. So, even though they have been through so much, they are able to adjust quickly to their new 

situation.” 

R4: “Children are very resilient. A safe environment can make them flourish again.” 

R5: “I truly believe in the resilience of the children and the quality of the psychologists and people that 

surround them.”  

However, resilience can only be reached when the children are given the opportunity. 

R5 noted that such an opportunity is related to a certain flexibility in the plans regarding the 

post-return care that the children receive. No child is the same and therefore R5 advocates for 

an individual, custom made and very flexible approach. With regards to this situation, there is 

no one size fits all. The duration of their time in the former Caliphate or in a refugee camp 

should also be considered as well as the place of birth of the child; Europe or IS-territory. She 

stated that it is important to make an assessment per child with regards to their specific needs, 

history and traumas: 

R5: “I think it is very important to realize that these children have lived in war. Sometimes we hear 

that children were there when one of their parents died due to a bombing or that they lost a friend 

because of sniper fire. These are all things that the children carry with them, a backpack which they 

have to live with.” 

That is why the flexibility in these plans is so important. Additionally, the children 

should be followed up over a long period of time. The same idea was discussed by R1 and R2. 

The advising team that designs the plans for the Dutch children also utilizes a customized 

approach to ensure that the child receives the care it needs.  
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5.2.2. Wellbeing 

R1 and R2 explained that information about the children who have returned is often not 

allowed to be discussed as it is sensitive information. A similar statement was made by R4. She 

is in contact with families of Syria travelers, but not in direct contact with children who have 

returned. Therefore, she felt that she could not give a general view on the wellbeing of the 

children post-return.  

 R3 stated that in his capacity of prosecutor, he did not know much about how the 

returned children have been doing apart from the fact that he has not received any indications 

that the children were derailing or out of control. However, this is a severely traumatized group 

of children and that should always be taken into consideration, it is important to remain 

objective and acknowledge that risk.   

 Regarding the returned Belgian children, R5 stated that despite a few points of 

attention for some of them, overall, they are doing very well. She explained how some children 

are having trouble sleeping or wet the bed again, but those could be relatively normal issues 

for children who experienced what they have. Problems with sleeping were also discussed in 

chapter 3.3.1. with regards to the Bosnian children. Furthermore, at least all of the children 

who she is still in contact with, are going to school. Despite the fact that they are generally a 

little behind due to their time in the camps, it is going well. The children speak Flemish or 

French perfectly and score really well on their school tests regarding language. Some of the 

children are attending schools that are providing the children with much attention and 

understanding. Those schools often take in the children without prejudice and perceive it as a 

challenge to ensure the reintegration of the children. Once the children are back in school, they 

seem to be able of picking up their normal lives. These findings reaffirm the aforementioned 

benefits of establishing an educational system for posttraumatic growth of the children in 

paragraph 3.3.1. However, placing a child at a school is not without its challenges. Such 

processes will most likely be easier when a child is placed in kindergarten in the beginning of 

the year compared to placing a 15-year-old in high school in the middle of the school year.  

 

5.2.3. Behavior and radicalization 

An issue that came forward during the interviews was certain behavior of the children, which 

resulted in the fear of radicalization from their environment. Since they are children of Syria 

travelers and have been in a conflict zone, normal behavior tends to be put under a different 

light. Behavior that would be regarded as normal for any other child, is at times regarded 

indicative of radicalization for them.  
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R4: “Behavioral issues are not the consequence of radicalization; they are the consequence of traumas 

or poor attachment. It is important to separate the difference between the behavior we see and the 

cause of it. It is too short sighted to say that because these are the children of Syria travelers, so when 

they exhibit aggressive behavior, they must be radicalized.”  

The observed behavior compared to the cause of that behavior is an important nuance to 

consider. R5 believes that certain behavior is not necessarily related to radicalization, but to 

the manner in which the children were raised in the former Caliphate. They grew up in a 

context in which you could be sent to prison for listening to the wrong music and women had 

no value except bringing children into this world. Upbringing was done with a hard hand, a 

style which Western European countries may find outdated. It should be noted that some of 

these children spent six years in the former Caliphate in addition to possible exposure to radical 

ideas during their upbringing before they were taken to IS-territory. They were part of a very 

extreme way of life and have experienced things that we might not understand.  

Sometimes the overarching events and the fear of radicalization receive more attention 

than the individual child, a child who has been through war and possibly lost its mother.  

However, any child who experienced such things will most likely have issues, which might be 

forgotten easily. For example, one of the boys who was part of the six children who R5 

repatriated, does not talk about his mother and he was not able to adequately process her 

death. People are scared to send children who have resided in IS-territory to school because 

they might respond with violence, but it seems that they do not pay attention to the fact that 

any child who loses their mother at a young age will have issues without adequate care. The 

child arrives and is expected to be happy to be back, but he or she left something behind that 

was very important to them. This is something that we need to be very wary of. 

R5: “I remember the moment when we were leaving Syria, one of the boys was very quiet. I asked him 

what was wrong and if he was afraid. He said no, but I am leaving the country where my mother is 

buried. Every night I would sit on the roof of the orphanage and would look in the direction where we 

buried her, and I could still remember her smell. Now I can never do that again.” 

This is certain baggage that the children will have to deal with for the rest of their lives and it 

must be kept in sight when working with these children. As much as the discussed behavior 

could be normal, without adequate help, all those internal struggles are possible sources of 

radicalization.  

 

5.2.4. Radicalization 

R4 discussed that in research on terrorism and radicalization it has been found that there is no 

one profile of ‘a terrorist’ or ‘a radicalized person’, in that sense the phenomenon is colorblind. 

Radicalization regards individuals from various nationalities and ethnicities, it could happen 
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to anyone so to speak. She further explained that one thing that is important to keep in mind, 

is also one of the characteristics that makes radicalization so complex: the fact that it is a 

process with no definitive start or end.  

An important question is whether radicalization of young children can even take place. 

This topic is still under discussion within the field. Below a certain age it may not useful to look 

at a child from a radicalization perspective. That is why the LSE and the LAT divide the children 

into different groups based on their age. It is believed that children from birth to age five and 

six, are generally able to adjust quite fast to their new surroundings. For this youngest group 

of children, it is believed unlikely to become radicalized. They are too young to understand the 

ideology to an extent that they can adhere to it and the process of radicalization could possibly 

not even take place in their brain at that age. Although it slightly differs, the Radicalisation 

Awareness Network also works with a division based on age.23  

After psychological testing it was deemed that none of the children who returned to 

Belgium were radicalized. However, R5’s team did notice that the children had a lot of 

questions. Particularly the older children are struggling with some fundamental questions 

regarding the Islamic State: was it really all a lie?  

R5: “Because they grew up in the Islamic State, they have experienced and seen atrocities. But I feel as 

if for some of the older boys, the question lives: was it really all for nothing? Realizing that your parent, 

your friends, people from your surroundings have died for nothing is always hard. When we do not 

know why, we always try to find the cause.” 

At least when they believe the things that IS claims, their loved ones are in paradise. R5 stated 

that this is something that needs attention as they are struggling with fundamental questions 

that only a young, modern islamologist or imam that they respect can answer. Different views 

on the Islam should be challenged and discussed. She further explained how she had 

discussions with some of the children who returned to Belgium about for example al-Baghdadi. 

However, discussions with an individual who lacks sufficient knowledge on the topics might 

not be the right person to do that with. They need to be challenged in such discussions and for 

that they need someone who has knowledge about the Quran. Preferably not only the Quran 

but also the situation in Syria and the camps. Despite the fact that it is presumably hard to find 

a person who understands all of those matters, R5 thinks that it will have added value in order 

to better understand the children and their experiences. The children’s therapists are providing 

good support, but the religion aspect needs a more prominent space.  

 
23 See Radicalisation Awareness Network. (2018). High-Level Conference on Child Returnees and Released 

Prisoners. RAN Center of Excellence. 
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R5: “Does this mean that they will never radicalize? I do not know but I also don’t know that about my 

Belgian neighbors. […] What I do know is that if we leave them there, that the chance of radicalization 

increases significantly.”24  

This is also why long-term follow-up is so important, because in each stage of their life, other 

questions will arise. These fundamental questions and frustrations about not receiving the 

answers could also become possible sources of radicalization. 

The complexity of radicalization is also visible in the legal context. According to Dutch 

law, children are criminally responsible from the age of 12 and onwards. R3 explained that in 

the case that children around that age return, they will have to look into the experiences of 

those children while they were in Syria or Iraq. Even though he did not know any examples, it 

is possible that children received training or perhaps even participated in battle. With regards 

to evidence, the prosecutor will need to gather evidence such as videos on Facebook of the 

individual at a public execution. R3 discussed to have seen videos in which an individual who 

was evidently a minor had to execute certain assignments and the last one was to shoot and 

kill a person, which happened. However, he added that he had not seen such shocking videos 

of Dutch children yet.  

 

5.2.5. Stigma, taboo and reality 

The reality for these children is that they will carry this stigma with them for the rest of their 

lives. They may not be fully aware of it and their direct environment might not stigmatize them, 

but it will show at times. For example, when they go to the airport and will be asked extra 

questions or will be taken aside, “That is just the reality” R5 explained. The same happens to 

other family members of foreign fighters. One of the respondents even explained how a young 

boy told his friends that he is from Dubai because he does not want his new friends to know 

that he has been in Syria. 

When R5 got back from repatriating the six children, she went on many television 

shows to spread the stories about how these children were not a danger to society. She told a 

story about the children calmly watching Spiderman in the hotel room on their way back to 

Belgium and how she and her colleague were thinking that the Belgian society should see them 

like that: 

R5: “But then you immediately get responses as: just because you watch Spiderman does not mean 

you are not radicalized. I know that, but for me it is about the fact that we have children here that 

want to be a child just like any other.”  

 
24 Especially after the fall of Baghouz, a lot of radicalized individuals were brought in or came to the camps.   
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 As previously stated, the children are often expected to be happy to be back in Western 

Europe and their experiences in Syria or Iraq can become taboo as their family members may 

not want to talk about the child’s experiences in Syria or Iraq. However, it is important to pay 

attention to certain experiences, such as the day the child’s mother died. R5 told the story about 

a 12-year-old girl who was taken to Syria by her father against her mother’s will. Now she is 

back in Belgium with her mother:  

R5: “You leave when you are twelve-years-old, come back when you are eighteen, that is six years of 

adolescence that is gone. Now you have to reintegrate with your mom in a new family situation with 

a stepfather, your sister has also grown up and the word dad is taboo. With the others I also often 

sense that at home they cannot talk about Syria or their deceased parent, because it is taboo.” 

Such words becoming taboo can become problematic as the period in Syria or Iraq has become 

a part of their lives. R5 explained that for that reason it is very important that the children 

know what their reality is, which is them being orphans or having parents detained in Turkey 

or Syria. Not only the child should know their own reality, but it is also very important that the 

environment in which the child is placed is aware of that. This is going to take time and 

honesty: 

R5: “I am not an advocate to cover up the truth, because it will come out and the child will most likely 

feel betrayed. Should we then immediately tell the child everything that their father and mother did? 

No. However, do tell them that their father and mother made mistakes, just like we do with children 

here whose parents are in prison. We also surround those children with support and explanations.” 

 An interesting layer to this discussion as noted by R4, is the stigma that comes with the 

term Syria traveler or foreign fighter. When asked: do you think the children of terrorists or 

Syria travelers should return, many people will say no. However, when asked: do you think 

children deserve to grow up in a safe and nourishing environment, most likely the answer will 

be very different. According to R5, a warm welcome or even knowing that the society you are 

returning to wants to have you there is very determinative for the process of reintegration. 

Something similar was discussed in paragraph 3.3.1. in which the absence of feelings of 

isolation was beneficial for the children’s process of reintegration. 

 

5.3. Sub-conclusion 

This chapter discussed the content-analysis and interview results with regards to the current 

wellbeing of the children who have returned to Western Europe and of the Belgian children 

who still reside in camps in Northeastern Syria. By doing so, it answered the fourth sub-

question posed in the introduction regarding the physical and psychological wellbeing of the 

returned children so far. The findings indicated that returned children in some cases 

contracted viruses, were emaciated or had untreated wounds, which they received medical 
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care for upon arrival. Generally, the children had some trouble adjusting at first and even 

though they exhibited certain psychological disturbances and unusual behavior at times, 

many seem to be doing well, have overcome their developmental delays and are attending 

school again. The children show resilience, but they do need to be given the opportunity and 

that requires flexible, customized plans that consider the specific needs of each child. 
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Chapter 6. Similarities and differences  

Throughout this thesis the lack of information about the development and reintegration of 

children who once resided in IS-territory has been emphasized. This study endeavored to fill 

that gap by conducting a content-analysis and interviews. It became clear that the children 

have been through a lot and generally needed some time to adjust to their surroundings upon 

arrival. In addition, they exhibited behavior that gave indications of their past experiences. 

Nonetheless, the children seem to be adjusting well. However, as the conflict and children 

returning from it have been occurring relatively recent, the content-analysis did not yield 

information about these children over the long-term.  To shed some light on the possible long-

term outcomes, the information about the wellbeing of the children who once resided in IS-

territory will be compared to a group of children about whom more long-term information is 

available: children who endured the Bosnian War (1992-1995). The available information will 

be used to carefully compare and perhaps estimate what can be expected for the long-term 

psychosocial outcomes of the children who have returned from IS-territory. However, a 

conflict does not lend itself for easy comparison to another, therefore the comparison will be 

conducted with great caution (Goldstein et al., 1997).  

Paragraphs 6.1 and 6.2 will discuss and compare the available information of both 

groups. The comparison is based on the information on Bosnian children discussed in chapter 

3 under ‘Outcomes during hostilities’ and ‘Outcomes up to five years after hostilities ended’, 

since the majority of children has not been back from the Caliphate for longer than five years 

and therefore no information is available. Information regarding the children returned from 

the Caliphate has previously been discussed in chapters 4 and 5. Paragraph 6.3. will discuss 

the expectations for the children’s future based on what is known from children who endured 

the Bosnian War. 

 

6.1. Similarities  

While comparing children who endured the Bosnian War to children who were born in or taken 

to IS-territory by their parents, certain similarities came to light. The discussed similarities are 

not exhaustive; four similarities were chosen to discuss based on the available information in 

this study and will be discussed consecutively.  

 

6.1.1. Exposure to war and violence 

An experience both groups of children have in common is their exposure to war and violence. 

Both groups of children have been exposed to direct as well as indirect traumas. Generally, 

research into these children demonstrated the high levels of distress due to war exposure. As 
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previously discussed, children who endured the Bosnian War reported exposure to shelling 

and shootings. Due to these experiences, many children were wounded and or triggered by 

loud noises or military personnel. Loud noises would remind the children of their past 

experiences. The same behavior can be identified in the children who were born in or brought 

to the former Caliphate. They experienced bombings and shootings. Loud noises would remind 

them of that, and more specifically overflying airplanes would scare them as it reminded them 

of the bombings. In both groups there were instances of children having battle scars or even 

shrapnel or other metal parts stuck in their bodies. Both groups were exposed to weapons and 

violence, which resulted in the children getting accustomed to violence. Examples of children 

playing with toy- or real guns they found in the streets or children playing war have been 

discussed in paragraph 3.3.1. and chapter 4.  

 

6.1.2. Loss of family members 

An additional experience the two groups of children often have in common is the loss of family 

members and more specifically the loss of one or both parents. As discussed in chapter 3.3.1, 

many Bosnian families were disrupted due to the war. Many children were left without 

sufficient family support and witnessing the death or torture of a family member was proved 

to be very traumatic, if not the most traumatic experience for the children. On the basis of the 

studies on Bosnian children, it can be concluded that the children who lost one or both parents 

were in a significantly worse shape than children who did not lose a parent in the war. Despite 

still having one parent, the family life may be vulnerable. The surviving parent may also 

experience depression and war-related PTSD. In that case, that parent may lack the ability to 

provide adequate support or create a protective atmosphere for the development of the child. 

The protective role of a positive parent-child relationship is interrupted. As resilient outcomes 

in a child are related to that relationship, this can have serious consequences for the child. This 

is concerning as a survey conducted in Sarajevo in 2002 showed that most likely four in ten 

Bosnian youth experienced the death of a family member. Nevertheless, it does appear that 

even the presence of one parent makes an important difference. 

Despite the fact that it was due to different reasons, many families of children who were 

taken to or born in the Caliphate were also disrupted. As discussed in the results of the content-

analysis in chapter 5, many Western European children experienced the death of one or both 

parents. Frequently their fathers died in battle and mothers were either deceased or detained 

upon arrival in Western Europe. The aforementioned chance at a vulnerable family life is also 

present in this case. Even if the child is not separated from their parent upon arrival, there is 

still a chance that the parent may lack the ability to provide adequate support for the child. The 

parent has also lived under IS-rule and may have experienced events which could also lead to 
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depression and PTSD.25 Many children came back to Europe an orphan and others were 

separated from their mother upon arrival. Additionally, if the mother is sentenced for a certain 

amount of years in prison, she remains alive, but the child is separated from her for a while. 

However, foster families will often facilitate weekly visits to the prison, so that the child can 

visit its mother in prison in order to maintain the bond between mother and child. The 

authorities often try to place orphans with remaining family members. However, if living with 

a family member is not feasible, or the child has no family members left, he or she will be placed 

in a foster family.  

 

6.1.3. Lack of basic life necessities 

As is often the case in war, the Bosnian children experienced poverty, a shortage of water and 

electricity and a lack of sufficient medical care and food supplies. In certain regions, children 

were even deprived of basic life necessities for over a year. Also, a lack of shelter was 

experienced among a number of the children. As previously discussed, deprivation can result 

in anxiety and depression in addition to the children’s coping skills getting overwhelmed. After 

the loss of a family member, deprivation of food, water and shelter was found to have the 

biggest impact on the children.  

 Residing in the Caliphate as the child of a foreign fighter in the beginning years often 

meant living in big villa’s, however, in later years this changed. Not all children will have 

experienced extreme lack of basic life necessities, but some reports of ordinary life in Raqqa by 

a Dutch foreign fighter demonstrated that food was scarce, there was often no warm water and 

many children had head lice. Different experiences became apparent for children who have 

spent time in refugee camps before repatriation or returning to Europe. Many articles reported 

on the horrible circumstances under which Western European children in refugee camps in 

Northeastern Syria lived or are still living. Due to the lack of clean water and food, many 

children got malnourished and sick. Additionally, no sufficient medical care was present in the 

camps.  

 

6.1.4. Similarities in psychosocial outcomes 

As discussed in chapter 3 and 5, resulting from the war, many children had to face various 

psychosocial outcomes. Certain similarities were found regarding the psychosocial outcomes 

of the two groups of children. Namely: being scared or triggered by loud noises, trouble 

sleeping partially due to nightmares, anxiety, depression and aggression.  

 
25 However, such information is absent about the parents of the children who once resided in IS-territory. 
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 Especially during the hostilities, Bosnian children were easily startled and would be 

triggered by loud noises or military personnel and would feel as if they were back in the 

hostilities. They were scared of what the loud noises would bring. After the hostilities ended, 

the fear of loud noises remained as it reminded them of their experiences. The same fear was 

reported by children who returned from IS-territory. As previously noted in paragraph 6.1.1., 

loud noises would remind the children of the bombings and shootings they experienced. 

Especially overflying airplanes would trigger the children as they feared another bombing 

would take place. 

 The mothers of Bosnian children and the children themselves also reported trouble 

sleeping and experiencing nightmares. Daytime concentration and irritability were increased 

by their lack of sleep. Sleeping problems and nightmares were also frequently reported by the 

other group of children. For them, sleeping problems and nightmares were among the most 

frequently reported psychological issues. Some children were scared of sleeping alone and 

would even sleep in bed with their caregiver. Others lie awake screaming all night. 

By various studies it was discovered that many Bosnian children suffered from anxiety 

and depression. Almost half of the studied children scored within clinical range for depression. 

Similar outcomes were demonstrated by IS children, anxiety and depression were among the 

most frequently reported issues. Experts working with the children who returned to various 

countries such as France, Belgium and the Netherlands often report anxiety in the children. 

Reportedly a number of children remained anxious for a period of time but were slowly on the 

mend. What percentage of the children who suffer from depression and how it expresses has 

not been reported, only that many children experienced depression or exhibited depressive 

symptoms. 

The previously discussed psychosocial outcomes mostly concerned internalizing 

behavior, but both groups also experienced psychosocial outcomes concerning externalizing 

behavior such as aggression. Research has demonstrated that children who have been exposed 

to war traumas could possibly develop increased levels of aggression. Paragraph 3.3.1. 

discussed that especially younger children are more prone to exhibit aggression due to trauma. 

Teachers of Bosnian children reported aggressive behaviors in their pupils and studies showed 

that younger Bosnian children were more likely to exhibit externalizing behavior than older 

ones. Additionally, school programs were present to target aggressive behavior among other 

things. Aggression was also reported for children who have returned to Western Europe after 

residing in IS-territory. Therapists reported that children often suffer from long-term 

traumatization. Moreover, aggression was among the most frequently reported problems the 

children suffered from and that aggression often derives from their trauma. Additionally, due 

to their war experiences, both groups of children have become accustomed to violence. This is 
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an important similarity as this is the reason why most people fear children who have been in 

IS-territory.  

 

6.2. Differences  

While comparing children who endured the Bosnian war to children who were born in or taken 

to IS-territory by their parents, not only similarities but also certain differences came to light. 

The discussed differences are not exhaustive; five differences were chosen to discuss based on 

the available information in this study and will be discussed consecutively.  

 

6.2.1. Indoctrination  

Arguably the most important difference between these two groups of children is the context of 

the war. During the Bosnian War there was no (terrorist) organization that utilized children in 

a similar manner to IS, there are no reports of children being used as suicide bombers per 

example. Throughout this thesis it was emphasized that children born in or brought to the 

Caliphate risked subjection to indoctrination, specific education or training to become fighters. 

It has previously been established that the majority of the foreign children is too young to have 

undergone training, but indoctrination has most likely been a part of their young lives. This 

context of ideology and jihadist radicalization among parents was not present for children who 

endured the Bosnian War. This means that we cannot learn from the Bosnian children what 

experiences such as parents taking their children to a conflict zone and subsequent 

indoctrination does to that child with regards to their psychosocial outcomes and wellbeing. 

 

6.2.2. The role of family 

Another important difference is the nature of the roles of the family members of both groups 

of children. The war for the Bosnians happened in the country they lived in. Essentially, it 

happened to them. They often had to flee from the violence with their families or got stuck in 

certain zones of the conflict, whereas Syria travelers purposefully took their families towards 

the violence. This brings a certain uniqueness to the situation. Despite the fact that after the 

collapse of the Caliphate, many families of Syria travelers also had to flee, it was still the 

children’s parents’ who brought them into that environment compared to Bosnian parents who 

often  wanted to get their children out of the conflict zone.  

 As discussed before in chapter 3.3.1. and 4.1.1.1. this results in the parents of children 

born in or brought to IS-territory possibly becoming a risk factor instead of a protective factor. 

Instead of ameliorating adverse outcomes of war, the parents are often the source of 

indoctrination, radicalization and recruitment. The family of the child as a positive, protective 
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factor may not apply here. However, individuals can bring their children to IS-territory and 

still serve as a protective factor. Yet, it can be concluded that the roles of the families of both 

groups of children is substantially different. Many Bosnian children lost one or both parents 

and therefore also the protective factor their parents could have facilitated. Nevertheless, 

initially their parents could have served as a protective factor for the traumatic impact of war 

on the child and the surviving parent or other family members can continue to do so.  

 

6.2.3. Stability of the country  

Bosnia remained an unstable country for a long period of time after the war ended in 1995. 

Families that stayed in the country or families that fled and later returned, frequently had 

difficulties rebuilding their lives under the often difficult circumstances. Many buildings were 

destroyed or showed bullet holes or damage from shrapnel, resulting in daily reminders of the 

war. Additionally, many experienced extreme poverty. Both groups of children were taken out 

of the conflict, one group due to the ending of the war and the other due to repatriation. 

However, children who returned to Europe returned to an environment that was not post-

conflict whereas Bosnian children returned to or remained in an unstable post-conflict zone. 

A striking example of that is that in addition to the poverty and damaged buildings, Bosnia 

remained a dangerous place due to all the landmines that were placed during the war.  

 As previously discussed, returning to a safe and nourishing environment is very 

important for the recovery of a child. Provided that they are monitored and in a nourishing 

environment, the children are very much capable of successful reintegration. However, as 

stated before: it takes a lot of work. When a child is placed in a nourishing environment with 

help from experts and going back to school, many will eventually function well again. However, 

stigmatization of the society could further traumatize the child. Taking that into consideration, 

it is important that returned children are often kept out of the media, so that they have a chance 

to build a normal life. 

 

6.2.4. Mental health care  

The fourth difference that will be discussed is the availability of mental health care after the 

conflict has ended. As discussed in chapter 3.3.1., the child and adolescent mental health care 

in Bosnia was insufficient after the war. Despite the developed psychosocial assistance 

projects, there were not enough trained professionals, especially in the first years. Same as in 

6.2.3., the circumstances of Bosnian children after the war are compared to circumstances 

Western European children born in or brought to IS-territory are in after returning to Europe. 

As described in chapter 5, many safety nets are ready for the children upon their return. Almost 

all children receive a medical check-up and psychological help shortly after return in Europe. 
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Additionally, they are monitored and supervised for a period of time. The availability of mental 

health care for the returned children seems to be a positive difference and provides hope for a 

positive outcome. 

 

6.2.5. Differences in psychosocial outcomes  

As discussed in chapter 3 and 5, both groups of children showed various psychosocial 

outcomes. This paragraph will discuss the differences that were found, namely: the ability to 

engage in age-appropriate activities and the presence of PTSD.  

 As previously discussed, the high levels of sadness and anxiety seriously affected the 

ability to engage in age-appropriate activities for the Bosnian children. The children were 

unwilling and sometimes even unable to interact and play with other children their age. 

Despite the fact that the children who returned from IS-territory have reportedly experienced 

anxiety, their ability to play with other children generally does not seem to be affected by it. 

Many reports quoted doctors stating that the children resemble other children their age as they 

play and get along well with others and are often eager to go to school. Parents have also 

discussed the behavior of their children regarding playing with toys, their siblings and other 

children.  

 Many, if not all, studies discussed in chapter 3 regarded Bosnian children suffering 

from PTSD. Many studies discussed high percentages of children meeting the criteria for 

PTSD, certain scores on self-reports that would suggest the presence of PTSD or children 

exhibiting PTSD symptoms. Additionally, children reported the reexperiencing of traumatic 

events. However, concerning the children who returned from IS-territory, no available report 

has specifically stated the children suffer from PTSD, only that the children are often severely 

traumatized. Despite a number of children reporting reexperiencing traumatic events due to 

loud noises, the lack of other reexperiencing instances and the absence of an official diagnosis 

meeting the criteria of PTSD, it is considered a difference. However, experts do state that it 

often concerns long-term traumatization when it comes to the children who have returned 

from IS-territory and it is apparent that they have experienced a number of traumatic events. 

 

6.3. Conclusion and expectations  

This chapter discussed the similarities and differences between experiences as well as 

psychosocial outcomes between children who endured the Bosnian war and children whose 

parents took them to IS-territory or were born there. By doing so, it answered the fifth sub-

question posed in the introduction regarding the similarities and differences between the 

aforementioned groups of children. Children who were born in or brought to IS-territory have 



ICC Thesis   Lisette Dirksen 

62 
 

often returned in recent years and therefore, as previously stated, not much is known about 

their psychosocial outcomes over a longer period of time. However, the comparison presented 

above does shed light on some important similarities and differences, specifically similar 

exposures to war, loss of family members and similar psychosocial outcomes such as trouble 

sleeping, depression and aggression. The loss of a family member, more specifically a parent 

was shown to be a very traumatic experience for a child. From the studies on Bosnian children 

can be concluded that the children who lost one or both parents were in a significantly worse 

shape than children who did not lose a parent due to the war. The psychosocial outcomes 

suggest that their experiences had a big influence on both groups of children, which they need 

adequate help for.   

 The differences regarded indoctrination, the role of family, the stability of the country, 

access to mental health care and different psychosocial outcomes such as the ability to engage 

in age-appropriate activities and the presence of PTSD. These differences implicate that the 

comparison between these groups of children should be done with caution. However, access to 

mental health care, the fact that the children are returning to non-post-conflict country and 

that they are able to engage in age-appropriate activities seem hopeful differences as conditions 

for posttraumatic growth are a nourishing environment and access to mental health care. 

However, it should be acknowledged that indoctrination and more specifically the role of 

parents in that indoctrination, are very significant differences. Such instances did not take 

place during the Bosnian War and therefore we cannot learn from the Bosnian children what 

experiences such as parents taking their children to a conflict zone and subsequent 

indoctrination does to that child with regards to their psychosocial outcomes and their 

wellbeing. This is especially important as we do not know much about the long-term 

psychosocial outcomes of children who once resided in IS-territory yet. Nevertheless, it is 

promising that the children seem to be adjusting to their lives back in Western Europe quite 

well.  

The next step is to take this information and look ahead at what could possibly be 

expected for the children taken to or born in IS-territory based on the outcomes of Bosnian 

children. This step will apply the information discussed in chapter 3’s paragraph ‘Outcomes 

over five years after hostilities ended’, as well as the results from the conducted content-

analysis and interviews to the children who returned to Western Europe after residing in IS-

territory. The available information will be used to carefully estimate what can be expected of 

the psychosocial outcomes of the children who have returned from IS-territory over a longer 

period of time. 
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6.3.1. Future expectations 

It can be concluded that both groups of children have suffered from many traumatic 

experiences and unfortunately, this will have consequences for their psychosocial wellbeing. 

Especially parental loss, deprivation and the number of traumatic experiences seem to result 

in the highest negative outcomes. Based on the previously discussed similarities and 

differences and what is known about the long-term outcomes of Bosnian children, the 

following could possibly be expected for the children who once resided in IS-territory. 

The findings regarding parental loss suggest that children who experienced such loss 

are at risk for long-term psychological problems. Children with the highest rates of PTSD and 

depression were often the children who lost both parents and the lowest prevalence was found 

in children living with both parents. The fact that such results were found seven years after the 

war ended suggests that the outcome of losing a parent is often persistent. Not only the loss of 

both, but also the loss of one parent evidently has a tremendous impact on a child. The 

prevalence of PTSD symptoms was not as high as children who lost both parents, but 

significantly higher than those of children who did not experience parental loss due to war. 

Many children who were repatriated, returned to Western Europe as orphans. They will most 

likely have to overcome or learn to cope with the aforementioned outcomes. Children who 

returned with their mother, were most likely separated from her upon arrival. The majority of 

those children already lost their father in Syria or Iraq and after separation from their mother, 

perhaps the same outcomes as orphans can be expected for them. This means that many 

children who returned to Western Europe will experience psychological difficulties regarding 

the loss of that parent and often experience psychosocial outcomes such as aggression as a 

result of their trauma’s. However, governments aim to have returned or repatriated children 

who cannot live with a parent, taken in by family members as such adverse outcomes could 

partly be ameliorated by the relationship to family members as also shown by the Bosnian 

children. It was found that the continuation of warm and personal relationships with an adult 

or a close-knit community is important in such cases.  

Even though the impact of war on children is severe and widespread and should not be 

underestimated, the general flexibility and resiliency often found in children give hope for their 

future. Provided that they get appropriate psychosocial support, the children can overcome or 

learn to cope with their adversities. Programs such as the School Project and the psychosocial 

intervention program as discussed in chapter 3.3.1. have shown that the children’s symptoms 

can be reduced. Children who participated in the School Project demonstrated reduced PTSD 

symptoms and reduced aggression due to newly learned aggression management skills. The 

participants’ exploration of appropriate coping skills was found very beneficial for the children. 

A complicating factor is that many programs encourage the involvement of parents and schools 
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as interaction with parents and teachers is often found important. This is difficult to achieve 

for orphans. Perhaps the same outcomes could be reached by the involvement of the child’s 

family members or foster family. Nevertheless, Bosnian orphans have also shown 

improvement and resiliency, so it seems they are also able to overcome or cope with their 

outcomes without such involvement. This all suggests that even though the psychosocial 

impact on the children is indisputable, with adequate support and interventions they can 

overcome or learn the coping strategies to cope with their past and traumas.   

Naturally, children who endured the Bosnian War and children who once resided in IS-

territory are not the same. The future remains uncertain and it is far from guaranteed that the 

outcomes of the Bosnian children will be the same for the children who returned to Western 

Europe. Nevertheless, the expectations do present a positive message and hope for the 

children’s futures. Additionally, the overall trend as found in the literature, as stated by experts 

found in the content-analysis and the professionals interviewed for this thesis, is that generally 

children are very flexible and resilient. In addition, the expectations for the successful 

reintegration of these children are deemed high, provided that they receive the appropriate 

care. Another indication of a possible hopeful outcome is that these children do in fact have 

easier access to mental health care and are in a non-post-conflict environment which the 

Bosnian children did not have. However, an important factor that should always be considered, 

is the age of the child. Demonstrating flexibility, resilience and adjustment to a new 

environment is simply easier for a child below six than a child who is older than twelve. This is 

something that cannot be changed, but that does not mean that it is an impossible task. 

 Perhaps most importantly for the children who have lived under IS-rule is the fact that 

the Bosnian children seemed to have successfully reintegrated in their society. Despite their 

accustomization to violence, research has shown no implications for their future or threats to 

their society. The child might be more prone to respond with violence in certain situations, but 

this could possibly be reduced by the aforementioned psychosocial programs as it did for the 

children in Bosnia.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusion and discussion  

7.1. Conclusion  

This study endeavored to gain insight into the psychosocial outcomes of Western European 

children who were born in or taken to Syria or Iraq by their parents and have now returned to 

their societies of origin. Because the majority of the children have returned in recent years, the 

group was compared to children who endured the Bosnian War (1992-1995) with regards to 

long-term outcomes. The study was conducted through a literature review, a content-analysis 

and interviews. The central research question was formulated as follows:  

 
“What are the psychosocial outcomes of children of Western European foreign fighters 

returned from IS-controlled areas in relation to their probability of successful 

reintegration?" 

 

By reviewing the available literature, it was established that children who experience war 

trauma are facing a variety of psychological disturbances such as PTSD, depression and 

behavioral issues. Despite the severity of the impact, studies described in this thesis showed 

that the appropriate psychosocial support does provide hope for the children’s future. Despite 

their traumatic experiences, it appeared that these children successfully reintegrated in their 

society. The conducted content-analysis indicated that generally the children had some trouble 

adjusting at first and even though they exhibited certain psychological disturbances and 

unusual behavior at times, many seem to be doing well, have overcome their developmental 

delays and are attending school again. The overall message from the experts working with the 

children seems to be hopeful, but the traumatic events that these children have experienced 

should always be acknowledged. Similar results were found in the interviews. Nevertheless, it 

can be expected that these children have issues after losing one or both of their parents at such 

a young age.  

In conclusion, we cannot be certain how these children will develop. However, their 

current psychosocial outcomes do give hope for their future. We have learned from Bosnia that 

the psychological disturbances and behavioral issues due to war traumas and losing a parent 

do not have to hinder successful reintegration. The knowledge gap with regards to 

indoctrination and the role of family could not be filled by the information that was gathered 

on the Bosnian children and remains uncertain. Nonetheless, experts working with the 

children have stated that they do not believe the children are ticking time bombs. In addition, 

the overall trend as found in the literature, as stated by experts in the results of the content-

analysis and the professionals interviewed for this thesis, is that generally children are very 

resilient and their expectations for successful reintegration high. An important lesson learned 
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from the Bosnia case study is how the children had never felt feelings of isolation and that this 

was very beneficial to their reintegration process.   

 

7.2. Discussion  

7.2.1. Methodological limitations  

While this study has been able to prove insight into the psychosocial outcomes and wellbeing 

of children who once resided in IS-territory, it has its limitations. This paragraph will further 

discuss those limitations. Information regarding the psychosocial outcomes and wellbeing of 

children who once resided in IS-territory remains limited due to its sensitivity and it was 

difficult to find relevant literature at times. Academic literature from adjacent subjects was 

used to fill the gaps, but even though there was a substantial body of literature on children in 

IS-territory, the distinction between local and foreign children was often not fully clear. 

Additionally, the accuracy of the numbers that were found in this study cannot be guaranteed 

as information from IS-controlled areas often could not be verified as well as authorities not 

wanting to disclose their acquired information, apart from the fact that open source data 

collection in itself does not always results in finding current data. Additionally, no conflict is 

the same, therefore comparing two conflicts is not ideal. This study discussed the differences 

and similarities between the two groups but the biggest difference with regards to 

indoctrination could not be accounted for. Perhaps a conflict in which indoctrination took a 

more prominent place such as the Iraqi conflict in which Saddam Hussein utilized children as 

his Lion Cubs, would have been more useful.  This results in a lack of data on the effects such 

processes of indoctrination have on children with regards to their psychosocial wellbeing and 

chances of successful reintegration.  

A limitation of this study with regards to the content-analysis is the fact that the search 

could only be conducted in Dutch and English. Articles discussing children returning to the 

same country as the newspaper is based, per example France, could be more elaborate. That 

information is absent from this study due to the language barrier. Additionally, news articles 

face the same issues as academic literature: the wellbeing of the children is sensitive 

information and is often not disclosed. It may complicate gathering data for this study, but it 

is important as the children are given a chance at a normal life and need to be kept out of the 

news. It must be acknowledged that there is room for error, the interpretation might be 

subjected to bias by the researcher as the content of news articles was analyzed, which can be 

subjective. In addition, such studies are difficult to replicate due to the interpretation of the 

text. Inclusion-criteria and the coding compensate for that issue but may not fully make up for 

it.  
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As previously discussed in chapter 2, the interviewing of children who once resided in 

IS-territory was deemed unfeasible as well as undesirable, this means that the information 

from the interviews is indirect. The reliance on indirect data is a significant limitation and 

implicates that the data might be flawed as it relies on the knowledge of individuals working 

with the children or experts in the field. The lack of inclusion of children and their caregivers 

means that an important facet of this topic is not incorporated in this study. In addition, due 

to COVID-19, the sample size of frontline practitioners is relatively small compared to what 

was initially planned and only includes a small portion of experts in the field.  

Apart from the fact that many children of Syria travelers and foreign fighters remain in 

refugee camps in Northeastern Syria, for some Western European countries it was not clear 

how many children exactly returned or remain in Syria, Iraq or Turkey. Additionally, the most 

specific information found in this study only resulted from France, Belgium and the 

Netherlands. Despite this information being very valuable, it does mean that the information 

in this study may not be generalizable to all children in other countries in Western Europe, let 

alone countries outside of Western Europe. This study can therefore not be considered as 

representative and as such, should be regarded as explorative. These findings do however, open 

up interesting ventures for future research and possible policy implications.  

 

7.2.2. Implications  

Regardless of the aforementioned limitations of this study, the findings do have significant 

implications with regards to the stigma often placed on the children, the continuation of warm 

relationships and the decision not to actively repatriate by the Dutch government.  

 The findings of this study warn receiving countries of the importance with regards to 

the stigma that is often placed on the children in addition to the importance of a warm welcome 

and making the children feel as if they are wanted. Especially a warm welcome at schools was 

found very helpful. In this regard, perhaps a lesson can be learned from the experiences of 

children whose parents were part of the National Socialist Movement (NSB) before and during 

the Second World War. In March 2020, a news article was published in which ‘NSB-children’ 

expressed their worries about ‘IS-children’ considering stigma and “[A] false start in life” 

(Albers, 2020, p.4). That exact false start is what the NSB-children want to prevent for the 

children of Syria travelers, another group of children with ‘bad’ parents. The article discussed 

how the children should not fall victim to the decisions made by their parents and should not 

be left to their own devices as they say has happened to them. They grew up in a social climate 

in which the NSB-children did not belong. The NSB-children want to prevent IS-children 

having to face similar experiences as this was something they had to deal with their entire lives. 

They considered it unfair to be treated this way because of what their parents did. Recent 
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literature also identified stigmatization and discrimination as one of four areas that needs 

specific attention as they represent possible barriers for the reintegration of child returnees. 

The protection against the effects of stigmatization is important as public support for 

repatriation is limited and the children might be negatively perceived by members of society. 

However, “a complete preoccupation with the notion that a child affiliated with the Islamic 

State will inevitably commit acts of terrorism may become a self-fulfilling prophecy” (Van 

der Heide & Alexander, 2020, p. 34). This can seriously affect their chances for reintegration 

as the quantity and quality of support services and social connections available to the minor 

are winnowed. The other three issue areas concern physical and psychological well-being, 

indoctrination and identity development, of which the former two have also been discussed 

throughout this thesis (Van der Heide & Alexander, 2020).26  

Related to that warm welcome is the continuation of warm and personal relationships 

for returned or repatriated children. As previously discussed in paragraph 6.3.1., children 

either have lost both their parents, have one or both parents that are detained in Syria or 

Turkey or are separated from their parents upon return. The negative outcomes of parental 

separation could be partly ameliorated by the relationship to family members or a close-knit 

community as also shown by Bosnian children. It was found that the continuation of those 

warm and personal relationships is important in such cases. This finding was deemed very 

important and is directly related to implications for policy. It was previously discussed that 

governments generally aim to have returned or repatriated children who cannot live with a 

parent taken in by family members. However, this not always possible for various reasons 

including possible radicalization among other family members. In such cases, the community 

relations become more important. However, in any case the continuation of the 

aforementioned warm and personal relationships should always be a priority in the return and 

reintegration process of the child.  

One of the most important policy implications that has not been discussed yet is the 

reconsideration of the decision not to actively repatriate the approximately 200 Dutch children 

who remain in refugee camps in Northeastern Syria by the Dutch government.27 Throughout 

this thesis, various reasons for active repatriation have been discussed, including the 

conditions for posttraumatic growth (fulfillment of basic needs, psychosocial assistance, access 

to health care, clean water and food and an educational system) and the difficulty of healing in 

an active conflict zone. In addition to the absence of the conditions for posttraumatic growth, 

 
26 For more on rehabilitation, reintegration and the four issue areas see Van der Heide, L. & Alexander, A. 
(2020). Homecoming: Considerations for Rehabilitating and Reintegrating Islamic State-Affiliated Minors. 
Consulted from https://ctc.usma.edu/homecoming-considerations-for-rehabilitating-and-reintegrating-islamic-
state-affiliated-minors/.  
27 Other Western European countries have made similar decisions, but with regards to policy, the focus will 
only be on the Netherlands.  

https://ctc.usma.edu/homecoming-considerations-for-rehabilitating-and-reintegrating-islamic-state-affiliated-minors/
https://ctc.usma.edu/homecoming-considerations-for-rehabilitating-and-reintegrating-islamic-state-affiliated-minors/
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it is also the question what will happen to the children if they stay in the refugee camps longer. 

During the interviews it was discussed that the chances of radicalization among those children 

increase due to the conditions in the camps, which could in turn be fueled by a certain 

resentment that the children may develop against their home countries for not repatriating 

them. The decision whether or not to actively repatriate those children is, however, strictly 

political. One of the respondents discussed how governments do not want to risk responsibility 

for bringing back a child that may react aggressively to their environment or who commits an 

attack. However, the consequence of that decision does not seem to be high on the political 

agenda. Contrastingly, the majority of experts in this field unanimously state that at least the 

children should be repatriated and that indeed the decision not to actively repatriate is not 

without its consequences. Moreover, preliminary findings seem to suggest that with the right 

help and support, the children should be able to successfully reintegrate. The possible 

development of resentment and higher chances at radicalization in combination with the 

absence of conditions for posttraumatic growth in the camps creates a situation in which a 

positive outcome seems nearly impossible. Naturally, this is framed too simplistic and the 

process of repatriation is far more complicated, especially since countries such as the 

Netherlands and Belgium do not have a ‘foot on the ground’ in Syria. However, France does 

and one of the respondents commented that with regards to international cooperation, there 

is much more to learn.  

 

7.2.3. Significance and suggestions for future research 

This study aimed to help fill the gap in empirical literature focusing specifically on the 

psychosocial wellbeing of Western European children who once resided in IS-territory. The 

available body of literature on this socially relevant subject is scarce, pointing directly at the 

importance of the present study. While the scarcity of the subject affirms the importance of 

this study, several questions remain unanswered and new questions have surfaced. Future 

research projects could possibly fill in the gaps these unanswered questions left behind.  

 An interesting subject that was touched upon in this study is the disillusionment of 

parents and its effects on their children. This topic was shortly discussed in paragraph 4.1.1.1. 

This paragraph raised the question of parents as a protective or a risk factor with regards to 

radicalization and disillusionment. However, disillusionment might be the wrong perspective 

to look at protective and risk factors. Perhaps something that needs to be looked at first is why 

that individual felt such a need to find a group to belong to in the first place. In that regard, 

psychosocial factors often come into play. Frequently it regards individuals who were poorly 

attached to their parents themselves, or who came from a family in which domestic abuse 

occurred. This was also discussed in paragraph 3.3.1. in which case the parents may lack the 
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ability to provide adequate emotional support or create a protective atmosphere for the 

development of the child. It should be noted that this is not always the case, but often there are 

underlying issues which could serve as a basis for the ideology. This topic is incredibly 

complicated and nuanced. A significant proportion of Syria travelers has become disillusioned, 

so this is a subject that deserves further research.  

 The following suggestion regards ideology and radicalization among children. An 

important question is whether radicalization of young children can even take place. 

Throughout this study, multiple respondents have stated that below a certain age, children 

cannot internalize IS’ extreme ideas yet and according to Gerrit Loots there is no theory in the 

developmental psychology field that confirms the possibility to indoctrinate babies and 

toddlers. But also, the LSE and the LAT divide the children into different groups based on their 

age. For the youngest group of children (below age six), they state that it is almost impossible 

to become radicalized, they are too young to understand the ideology to an extent that they can 

adhere to it and the process of radicalization cannot even take place in their brain at that age. 

This is also related to the confusion of behavioral issues as the result of trauma instead of 

radicalization. The conclusion that the children’s behavioral issues must mean that they are 

radicalized is too short sighted. The fact that they are children of Syria travelers does not 

automatically imply radicalization. This is a topic that deserves further analysis. 

 A venture for future research regarding the implication of reconsidering active 

repatriation is that of best practices in terms of reintegration and rehabilitation programs for 

children who once lived in IS-territory. According to the very recent report of Weine, 

Brahmbatt, Cardeli and Ellis (2020), countries are currently basing their decisions on whether 

or not to actively repatriate children (and women) on limited empirical guidance. In order to 

fill the international shortage of good practices, Weine et al. reviewed 31 prior reviews and 

studies which resulted in the formation of the Rehabilitation and Reintegration Intervention 

Framework (RRIF). Among other things the RRIF identified five primary goals in terms of 

rehabilitation and reintegration: “1) promoting individual mental health and well-being; 2) 

promoting family support; 3) promoting educational success; 4) promoting community 

support; and 5) improving structural conditions and protecting public safety” (Weine, 

Brahmbatt, Cardeli & Ellis, 2020, p. 10). The framework also incorporates risk factors 

including trauma exposure, parental mental health problems, stigma and protective factors 

such as family support and school attendance, as also discussed in this study. However, more 

research is needed to support such reintegration programs and to establish good practices 

which can be implemented locally (Weine et al., 2020).28 

 
28 For more about the RRIF see Weine, S., Brahmbatt, Z., Cardeli, E., & Ellis, H. (2020). Rapid review to inform 
the rehabilitation and reintegration of child returnees from the Islamic State. Annals of global health, 86(1). 
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 Perhaps the most evident venture for future research is the long-term psychosocial 

outcomes of the returned Western European children. As previously stated in this study, their 

future remains uncertain and only time will tell how they will develop. If positive, such studies 

are not only beneficial for reducing the fear of the children of Syria travelers, but could also 

change the minds of the opposers of active repatriation. Not only research into the long-term 

outcomes but also the importance of long-term follow-up by therapists or individuals and 

organization otherwise involved with the children cannot be stressed enough. The preliminary 

findings regarding the reintegration efforts and the children’s psychosocial outcomes seem 

positive, however, only time will tell how they will develop over the long-term.  
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Appendix A. Flowchart content-analysis 
Inclusion-criterium Nexis Uni: articles were taken into the analysis when they specifically concerned the 

wellbeing of children returned from the Caliphate back to Western Europe or examples of repatriation 

or articles had to discuss the experiences children endured while being in the Caliphate. 

Inclusion-criterium ‘other sources’: Articles were only included in the dataset if they specifically 

discussed cases of the physical or psychological wellbeing of returned children, if the article discussed 

an example of repatriation that was not already found in the Nexis Uni database or if the article 

elaborated on an article previously found in the Nexis Uni database more in depth. To really focus on 

the physical and psychological wellbeing of the returned children, articles concerning the experiences 

the children endured while residing in the Caliphate were excluded if they were already found during 

the search in Nexis Uni or the reviewed literature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Professional sources included psychologists, experts in the field, researchers and organizations such 

as the NCTV and OCAD.  

**Non-professional sources included parents of the children, family members, individuals close to 

them and Syria travelers themselves.  

Number of articles identified 

through Nexis Uni: 

403 

Number of articles identified 

through other sources: 

26 

Number of articles after removing duplicates that were either similar in content or 

the same article but found in both English and Dutch: 

126 

Number of articles after 

screening for relevance:  

115 

Number of articles that met the 
inclusion-criterium at first sight 
but were found irrelevant after 

thorough screening for 
relevance: 

11 

Number of articles that were 

included in the dataset:  

115 

Number of ‘professional’ 

sources: 83*  

Number of ‘non-professional’ 

sources: 32** 
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Appendix B. Topic lists interviews  
 

Interview LSE - 8 mei 2020 

Introductie scriptie.  

1. Hoe lang werkt u al bij het LSE?   

2. Zou u wat meer kunnen vertellen over wat uw functie inhoudt? 

 

Van wat ik heb gelezen op jullie website begrijp ik dat jullie focus voornamelijk ligt op het 

begeleiden, hulpverlenen aan en adviseren van families en professionals die te maken hebben 

met radicalisering en extremisme. 

3. Begeleiden jullie voornamelijk families van wie er iemand naar Syrië is afgereisd of 

vooral mensen die hier in Nederland geradicaliseerd of aan het radicaliseren zijn? 

4. Hoe ziet dat eruit? 

 

Een aantal van jullie experts maken deel uit van het Landelijk Adviesteam minderjarige 

Terugkeerders. 

5. Zou je mij misschien meer kunnen vertellen over hoe bijeenkomsten van zo’n 

adviesteam eruitzien?  

a. Plan per kind 

b. Hoe wordt er zicht gehouden op hoeveel Nederlandse kinderen er in Syrië, 

Irak en Turkije zijn? 

6. Zijn jullie ook betrokken bij de terugkomst van de kinderen? 

7. Zo ja, (zie 6) blijven jullie ook betrokken bij kinderen na hun terugkomst? 

 

Ik lees veel over dat kinderen het over het algemeen vrij goed doen na terugkomst. 

Voornamelijk lichamelijk zwaar in de kampen en veel kinderen met trauma’s. 

8. Is er bij jullie informatie bekend over hoe het op het moment met de teruggekeerde 

kinderen gaat? 

a. Psychologische begeleiding 

b. School  

9. Hebben jullie nog vragen of opmerkingen? 
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Interview Simon Minks – 11 mei 2020 
 

Introductie scriptie.  

Ik bekijk het nu voornamelijk vanuit de psychologie en ik was eigenlijk ook wel erg benieuwd 

naar een meer juridisch perspectief. De kinderen zijn natuurlijk tot op zekere hoogte 

verbonden aan de moeders.  

1. De focus van mijn onderzoek ligt voornamelijk op de kinderen die terug zijn gekeerd 

naar Europa, is justitie betrokken bij het proces van terugkomst? 

a. Hoe ziet dat eruit? 

2. Hoe houdt Justitie (als jullie dat doen) er zicht op hoeveel moeders en kinderen daar 

zijn en eventueel terug kunnen komen? 

3. Wanneer worden jullie op de hoogte gesteld van eventuele terugkeer?  

4. Begint het verzamelen van eventueel bewijs nu al of zodra er zicht op is wanneer de 

persoon terug is? 

5. Veel in de literatuur gelezen en ook tijdens colleges gehoord dat het natuurlijk lastig is 

om in dit soort situaties bewijs te verzamelen. Hoe gaat dat er in zo’n strafzaak aan 

toe.  

6. Wat hij vertelde tijdens Alumni dag + die lezing waar ik heen ben geweest.  

a. Voornamelijk bij vrouwen lastig, al eerder gesproken over de vrouwen en dat 

ze alleen maar huisvrouwen waren etc.  

7. Is er bij jullie informatie bekend over hoe het op het moment met de teruggekeerde 

kinderen gaat? 

a. Psychologische begeleiding 

b. School  

8. Heeft u nog vragen of opmerkingen? 
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Interview Annebregt Dijkman – 18 mei 2020 
 

Introductie scriptie.  

1. Als ik het goed begrijp werkt u als onderzoeker en adviseur op het gebied van 

radicalisering, zou u daar wat meer over kunnen vertellen? Of over uw achtergrond?  

2. Kunt u wat meer vertellen over het proces van radicalisering onder uitreizigers? 

 

Ik las in een artikel van het AD: over een interview met u dat het kabinet niet actief 

Nederlandse Syriëgangers en hun kinderen terug te halen, maar dat ze er wel voor hebben 

gezorgd dat voor iedereen in deze groep een persoonlijk hulpverleningstraject beschikbaar is. 

3. Bent u betrokken geweest bij het maken van die plannen voor de kinderen als 

onderdeel van het LAT? Of achteraf ingeschakeld als expert? 

4. Wat weet u over kinderen van Syriëgangers? 

5. In datzelfde interview met het AD zei u dat kinderen ideaal gezien bij familie 

ondergebracht worden en niet bij een pleeggezin. Kunt u uitleggen waarom? 

a. Uw mening over gedesillusioneerde ouders i.v.m. risico en beschermende 

factoren? 

6. In datzelfde artikel spreekt u over de veerkrachtigheid van kinderen, denkt u dat in 

lijn met het verwachtingspatroon van kinderen met oorlogstrauma’s we kunnen 

verwachten dat die kinderen met de juiste hulp en begeleiding problemen zullen 

ondervinden bij het re-integreren in de Nederlandse maatschappij? 

7. Zou u wat meer kunnen vertellen over het radicaliseringsproces onder kinderen? 

8. Natuurlijk is het gevoelige informatie, maar ik wil er toch altijd naar vragen. Is er bij u 

informatie bekend over hoe het op het moment met de teruggekeerde kinderen gaat? 

c. Wat betreft psychologische begeleiding of school? 

d. Lastig, want die kinderen verdienen het om de kans te krijgen om een normaal 

leven op te bouwen. 

9. Heeft u nog vragen of opmerkingen? 
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Interview Heidi de Pauw - 27 mei 2020 
 

Introductie scriptie.  

1. Als ik het goed begrijp bent u CEO van Child Focus, zou u wat meer over de 

organisatie kunnen vertellen? 

Voor mijn onderzoek heb ik een content-analyse van nieuws artikelen gedaan en ben daarbij 

regelmatig uw naam tegengekomen wanneer er werd gesproken over terugkerende kinderen 

naar België en het bezoek samen met Gerrit Loots aan de vluchtelingen kampen in Syrië en 

Irak.  

2. In welk opzicht is Child Focus betrokken bij de terugkeer van de kinderen? 

3. In Nederland hebben we het Landelijk Adviesteam minderjarige Terugkeerders, zij 

hebben een indicatie van hoeveel kinderen met een Nederlandse link zoals ze dat 

noemen nog in Syrië, Irak of Turkije verblijven en schrijven terugkeerplannen voor 

die kinderen. Dus kunnen ze bij bepaalde familieleden terecht of is er een pleeggezin 

nodig, naar welke school ze eventueel teruggaan etc. Is er ook zo’n soort instantie voor 

de Belgische kinderen? 

4. Hoe ziet het proces van terugkeer eruit voor de Belgische kinderen. Ze komen aan op 

het vliegveld met of zonder ouder en dan? 

5. Tijdens mijn content-analyse had ik gezien dat er ongeveer 30 kinderen terug zijn in 

België, klopt dat aantal?  

6. Wat is het zicht op de Belgische kinderen die nog in het conflictgebied verblijven? 

7. Blijven jullie betrokken bij de kinderen nadat zij zijn teruggekeerd? 

8. Ouders zijn vaak een beschermende factor voor kinderen, maar in dit soort gevallen 

waar ouders hun kinderen meenemen naar zo’n gevaarlijk gebied zijn ze misschien 

juist meer een risicofactor. Maar, uitreizigers raken vaak gedesillusioneerd. Denkt u 

dat ze daardoor weer een beschermende factor voor hun kind zouden kunnen 

worden? 

9. Zonder dieper in te gaan op de leeftijden en meer persoonlijke informatie van de 

kinderen. Zou u meer kunnen vertellen over hoe het met ze gaat?  

a. Weet u hoe het geregeld is voor de kinderen qua psychosociale begeleiding? 

b. Waren er veel kinderen die er fysiek gezien slecht aan toe waren toen ze net 

aankwamen? 

c. In een nieuwsartikel uit november 2019 gelezen dat de zes kinderen die in juni 

naar België waren teruggekeerd allemaal weer naar school gingen. Is dat nog 

steeds het geval en maken ze het goed? + De andere kinderen die al eerder of 

eventueel later terug zijn gekeerd? Gaan de meeste weer naar school en lukt 

dat ook goed? 

d. Problemen met agressie? 

10. Ik heb ook een artikel gelezen over ik geloof Bernard de Vos, hij vertelde daarin dat er 

was vastgesteld dat de zes Belgische kinderen psychologische onderzoeken hebben 

ondergaan en dat er was vastgesteld dat ze niet waren geradicaliseerd. Weet u hoe dat 

soort onderzoeken eruitzien en waarom er werd vastgesteld dat ze kinderen niet 

geradicaliseerd waren? 

11. Heeft u nog vragen of opmerkingen? 

 

 


