
PARENTAL AGENCY
I N  F O R C E D  M I G R A T I O N





ABOUT THE RESEARCH
The Mothers Matter Centre, in partnership with ISSofBC, and

with funding from Immigration, Refugee, and Citizenship Canada,

developed 'Reviving Hope and Home (RHH),' a program that is

designed to ensure the well-being, dignity, and social connections

of high-risk , vulnerable GAR mothers.

 

17 RHH refugee mothers from Syria and Iraq who have lived in

Canada between 8 months to 3 years participated in this

participatory research prject which  explored the potential loss

of parental agency in forced migrant mothers.

 

The researched focused on four phases: Before the war, during

forced migration, on arrival to Canada, and after joining the

HIPPY program.  

 

Participants shared their stories through art, writing, and

narrative which were recorded using three tools: digial art, audio

and video.

 

The session was conducted fully in Arabic and was later

transcribed, translated and analyzed by a team that included

researchers, staff and Home Visitors.
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In social science,  the term 'agency'
refert's to an individual's capacity to
act independently and to make their

own free choices.
 

In this research, we explore agency in
the context of motherhood.



BEFORE
T H E  W A R



W h e n  s p e a k i n g  a b o u t
t h e i r  h o m e s  i n  S y r i a ,
m o t h e r s  d e s c r i b e d
l o o k i n g  f o r w a r d  t o  a
b r i g h t  f u t u r e  f o r
t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  t h e i r
k i d s .    T h e y  p u r s u e d
e d u c a t i o n  a n d
e m p l o y m e n t  a n d  w i s h e d
f o r  t h e i r  k i d s  t o  s t u d y  i n
u n i v e r s i t i e s .    
 
T h e y  w e r e  s u r r o u n d e d  b y
a  c e n t r a l i z e d ,  s u p p o r t i v e
f a m i l y  w h i c h  p l a y e d  a n
i m p o r t a n t  r o l e  i n  t h e i r
l i v e s  T h e y  f e l t  s t a b i l i t y
a n d  b e l o n g i n g  w i t h i n  a
s o c i e t y  t h a t  e n c o m p a s s e d
t h e i r  c u l t u r e  a n d
r e l i g i o n .    
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BEFORE THE WAR

"Our kids used to go to school safely, we used to be

happy seeing them go and come."

"I loved for my children to have a future in Syria."

"I didn't feel that I had a big responsibility because

my family was around me."

"We were living happily before the war, [...] were

were all together with our family."
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DURING
F O R C E D  M I G R A T I O N



M o t h e r s  d e s c r i b e d  t h e

f o r c e d  m i g r a t i o n  j o u r n e y

a s  o n e  f u l l  o f  d a n g e r ,

h o r r o r  a n d  d e a t h .    T h e

u n k o w n  w a s  t e r r i f y i n g  a s

t h e y  w e r e  s m u g g l e d

t h r o u g h  m o u n t a i n s  a n d

i n t o  n e i g h b o u r i n g

b o r d e r s .    

 

L i f e  w a s  j u s t  a s  d i f f i c u l t

w i t h i n  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n i n g

c o u n t r i e s .    M o t h e r s

d e s c r i b e d  u n i m a g i n a b l e ,

i n h u m a n e  c o n d i t i o n s

w h e r e  t h e y  h a d  n o  a c c e s s

t o  b a s i c  s e r v i c e s .  M a n y

s u f f e r e d  f r o m

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a n d  f e l t

v e r y  l o n e l y  a n d  a l i e n a t e d .
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DURING FORCED MIGRATION

"They don't treat the Syrian the same, they

discriminate."

"It was horror, death at any minute [...] it was the

road to the unknown."

"I struggled a lot [in the transition country] and I felt

alienated."

"At night they would say there's an attack.  I would

cover my son and it was really terrifying and scary."
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ON ARRIVAL
T O  C A N A D A



M o t h e r s  d e s c r i b e d  a
h o n e y m o o n  s t a g e  u p o n  a r r i v a l
t o  C a n a d a .    T h e y  f e l t  r e l i e v e d ,
s a f e  a n d  h o p e f u l  a b o u t  t h e
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  t h a t  C a n a d a  h a s
t o  o f f e r .

A s  t h e y  s e t t l e d ,  h o w e v e r ,
c e r t a i n  c h a l l e n g e s  b e c a m e
c l e a r .   M o t h e r s  s e n s e d  a n
i n c r e a s e  i n  d i s r e s p e c t  f r o m
t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a n d  f e l t  t h a t
t h e y  h a d  t o  p o l i c e  t h e i r
p a r e n t i n g  o t h e r w i s e  t h e y
w o u l d  l o s e  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n
e i t h e r  t o  a u t h o r i t i e s  o r  t o  t h e
s o c i e t y .    

L a n g u a g e  w a s  e m p h a s i z e d  a s  a
k e y  c o m p o n e n t  t o  i n t e g r a t i o n .
M o t h e r s  d e s c r i b e d  i t  a s  t h e
g a t e w a y  t o  b r e a k i n g  s o c i a l
i s o l a t i o n  a n d  a  f a c t o r  i n
h e a l t h y  r e s e t t l e m e n t .
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ON ARRIVAL TO CANADA

"You can no longer control your child at all [...] 

He wants to make his own decisions based on his

own will."

"I'm happy I came to Canada because my life

changed completely.  Canada gave me everything."

"The most important thing is the language [...]

Learning a new language is very difficult."
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AFTER HIPPY
H O M E  I N S T R U C T I O N  F O R

P A R E N T S



M o t h e r s  f e l t  t h a t  t h e  h i p p y
p r o g r a m  p o s i t i v e l y  i m p a c t e d
t h e m  a n d  t h e i r  k i d s .    H o m e
v i s i t o r s  h a d  a  b i g  i m p a c t  o n
t h e  f a m i l y .   T h e y  g a v e  t h e
m o t h e r s  c o n f i d e n c e ,  h e l p e d
t h e m  b r e a k  f r o m  s o c i a l
i s o l a t i o n ,  t a u g h t  t h e m
p a r e n t i n g  s t r a t e g i e s  a n d
l a n g u a g e  s k i l l s .  
M o t h e r s  a l s o  n o t i c e d  a  c h a n g e
i n  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ’ s  c r i t i c a l  a n d
i n d e p e n d e n t  t h i n k i n g  s k i l l s ,
b e h a v i o r ,  a n d  m e n t a l  h e a l t h .    

T h e y  f e l t  t h a t  t h e  p r o g r a m
h e l p e d  t h e m  l e a r n  a n d  i m p r o v e
t h e i r  e n g l i s h .  
O v e r a l l ,  t h e  m o t h e r s  f e l t
e m p o w e r e d  b y  t h e  p r o g r a m  a s
i t  h e l p e d  t h e m  t e a c h  t h e i r  o w n
k i d s  a n d  p u t  t h e m  a s  t h e
s o u r c e  o f  l e a r n i n g  f o r  t h e i r
c h i l d r e n .
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"I wish for [HIPPY], my son waits for it."

AFTER HIPPY CANADA

"I learned that I can teach him, that I can change my

manner with him and he started to comply with me."

"When the Home Visitor came into my life, she

boosted my self confidence."

"We benefited a lot from the program."

1 7



FINDINGS



I n  p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  t h i s
r e s e a r c h ,  o u r  o r i g i n a l
t h e s i s  w a s  t h a t  t h e r e  w a s
a  l o s s  o f  p a r e n t a l  a g e n c y
a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  f o r c e d
m i g r a t i o n  a n d
r e s e t t l e m e n t  p r o c e s s e s .    

H o w e v e r ,  d u r i n g  o u r
d i s c u s s i o n  w i t h  t h e
m o t h e r s  i n  o u r  r e s e a r c h
w o r k s h o p ,  w e  u n d e r s t o o d
t h a t  p a r e n t a l  a g e n c y  i s
a c t u a l l y  m u l t i - f a c e t e d ,
m u l t i - d i m e n s i o n a l ,  a n d
f l u i d .    D i f f e r e n t  a s p e c t s
o f  p a r e n t a l  a g e n c y  a r e
i m p a c t e d  b y  e x t e r n a l
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  a n d
f a c t o r s .
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We’ve identified two components of parental agency through the
workshop:

Mother's Confidence  
A mother’s confidence in being a good parent is high in peacetime,
but drops significantly during forced migration and starts to rise as
she resettles.

Mothers as Protector/Warrior
Due to living in a communal society, in times of peace, mothers felt
that this component was shared with family and neighbors, yet
during forced migration, it is extremely active.  During resettlement
it drops as security is regained yet drops again as mothers face the
challenges of a new environment.

FINDINGS
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This section is what our research
found incredibly intriguing.

During the period of heightened
parental activity, mothers felt the
least confident in themselves as
parents. 

 It is a testament to our need to
recognize, honour and respect the
tremendous courage and
demonstration of parental agency
that persisted in spite of the
inhumane conditions that the
mothers faced through the forced
migration journey.

FINDINGS

Parental Activity

Confid
ence

2 3







SPECIAL THANKS TO:

 

RESEARCHERS

Debbie Bell

Kathy Sherrell

Fatima Al-Samak

Mahi Khalaf

Natasha Jeffreys

Richa Karkee

Akiko Ohta

 

GRAPHIC RECORDER

Corrina Keeling

 

HOME VISITORS

Samara Najei

Nesreen Nassleh

 

TRANSCRIBER

Adeleh Qazweeni

 

TRANSLATOR

Reem Abdulzahrah

 

All the brave mothers who generously

shared their stories with us


