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Research and Policy Perspectives on Separating
(and Reconnecting) Children and Parents:

Implications for Families on the Border

This report summarizes a Rapid Response Talk and panel discussion on implications of
family separation for the development of young chi ldren,  co-sponsored by the Zero to
Thrive Init iat ive and the Center for Human Growth and Development at the University of
Michigan on 7/11/18.     

Faculty experts from different f ields reviewed research evidence on the science of early
chi ldhood development,  stress and trauma, and pol icy implications of family separation
and reunions for very young chi ldren. This report highl ights pol icy implications and
provides l inks to papers and resources.  A social  media toolkit  is  also provided with
graphics and sample posts.    

Zero to Thrive.  Zero to Thrive seeks to transform the l ives of young vulnerable chi ldren
and their  famil ies through research,  community partnership,  and service.  The Zero to
Thrive Translat ional  Research Network harnesses the strength of mult idiscipl inary faculty
across the University of Michigan whose work focuses on famil ies with young chi ldren
facing adversity.

The Center for Human Growth and Development (CHGD) seeks to promote innovative
mult idiscipl inary research and provide training to the next generation of scholars in chi ld
health and development,  The long range goal  of  CHGD's research and training mission is  to
promote translat ion of research f indings into intervention and pol icy-relevant
recommendations that wi l l  optimize chi ldren’s physical ,  cognit ive,  and socio-emotional
development.

CHGD Rapid Response Talks provide the University of Michigan community and general
public a review of research evidence regarding current issues sal ient for chi ld health and
well-being.    

This report  was compiled by Al ison L.  Mi l ler ,  PhD and the Zero to Thrive and CHGD leadership
teams,  with input from the Speakers,  as wel l  as Carol ine Bartholomew, Kiren Chaudhry,  Tyler Hein,

and Hurley Ri ley.      
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K A T H E R I N E  R O S E N B L U M ,  P H D

Bio:  Dr. Rosenblum is a Co-Director of the Zero to Thrive
Initiative. She is trained as a clinical and developmental
psychologist and is a Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at the
University of Michigan. Dr. Rosenblum’s research interests
center on infant and early childhood mental health, trauma
and loss in infancy and early childhood, special populations
including military families and children in the foster care
system, and parenting interventions with young families.

○ Dr. Rosenblum drew parallels between the separations experienced by families on   
   the border and military families, who typically experience multiple planned               
   separations and reunions, due to repeated deployments. 

○ Despite military families receiving extensive support both formally from the U.S.     
   government and informally from family and community, this process is stressful       
   and poses challenges to the family system and child development. 

○ Parents experience anxiety about what is to come during deployment, plus high       
   levels of stress when planning for changes in child care, routines, and school           
   schedules. 

○ Parents often feel that they must remain strong in order to manage child worries     
   and allay their fears, which can take an emotional/physiological toll. 

○ When parents return from military service, despite having contact with their child     
 during deployment, it can be a struggle to re-establish positive relationships and       
 routines with their child. A child may show increased anxiety (e.g., not wanting to       
 leave parent to go to school) or may act out. 

○ Particularly for parents who experienced trauma on the battlefield, stressors such   
   as child tantrums can be difficult to manage and potentially re-trigger trauma           
   experiences. 

KEY POINTS: 
(1) Re-integration into family life is a process, not a single moment. 
   
(2) Even under the best of conditions with support before, during, and following,         
       separation is costly to families and children.  

(3) Trauma-informed care may be needed for families experiencing separation.  

" S E P A R A T I O N  I S  C O S T L Y  T O  F A M I L I E S  A N D  C H I L D R E N . "
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https://medicine.umich.edu/dept/psychiatry/katherine-rosenblum-phd
https://medicine.umich.edu/dept/psychiatry/katherine-rosenblum-phd
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A R A S H  J A V A N B A K H T ,  M D

" E F F E C T S  O F  R E L A T I O N S H I P  D I S R U P T I O N  C A N  I M P A C T  A  C H I L D ’ S  A D J U S T M E N T ,
E V E N  I N  A D U L T H O O D .  ' S E P A R A T I O N  A N X I E T Y  L I M I T S  T H E  A B I L I T Y  T O  G O  T O
S C H O O L ,  F I N D  F R I E N D S ,  S O C I A L I Z E , '  C R E A T I N G  D E F I C I T S  I N  P S Y C H O S O C I A L

F U N C T I O N I N G . ”  
                                                                                         -  A R A S H  J A V A N B A K H T ,  M D  

Bio: Dr. Javanbakht serves as the director of the Stress,
Trauma, and Anxiety Research Clinic at Wayne State
University. He is a board-certified psychiatrist, and his clinical
work is mainly focused on anxiety/trauma-related disorders
and PTSD. Most recently, Dr. Javanbakht’s research focuses on
anxiety disorders and trauma in vulnerable refugee
populations.  

○ Dr. Javanbakht discussed his work with Syrian and Iraqi refugees in the Detroit Metro   
   Area in relation to the issues faced by children and families who have been separated   
   at the border and have likely experienced some degree of trauma in their home             
   countries coupled with a difficult  journey to the U.S.  

○ Once families arrive in the U.S., they often find themselves again in challenging             
   circumstances.  Although the material living conditions may be better than in the           
   refugee camps, refugees can often be located in low-income, poorly-resources               
   communities which may pose new adversities. 

○ The impact of trauma (especially chronic trauma), limited resources, and stress,             
   as experienced by most political refugees and asylum seekers, can be extensive and     
   long-lasting.   

○ Dr. Javanbakht described that although children whose families emigrated due to war   
   in their home country do not necessarily show full-blown PTSD diagnoses, they do         
   exhibit heightened symptoms of anxiety:  77% of the children he studied screened         
   positive for Separation Anxiety, meaning they have difficulty separating from their         
   parent and usually extreme difficulty attending school. As children are often the first     
   to learn the language and culture of a new country, when they suffer from separation   
   fears, it becomes even more difficult for the family to connect with their new                 
   community or to thrive.   

○ 32% of the mothers in the study screened positive for PTSD, and many more exhibited 
   symptoms. This is important because a mother’s PTSD symptom severity is associated   
   with her child’s anxiety.  

○ To break this vicious cycle, Dr. Javanbakht discussed an intervention that focuses on     
   mindful yoga for mothers, art and dance and movement therapy for children, and         
   families being able to tell their stories, as a way to help these families                             
   contextualize and begin to cope with their experiences.   

KEY POINTS: 
(1) Although their material living conditions may be improved, new challenges of               
     navigating and acclimating to poorly-resourced communities in the United States         
     contribute to the stress of refugee populations. 
   
(2) The severity of maternal trauma (PTSD symptoms) is correlated with the severity of     
     child anxiety.  

(3) Support in the form of trauma-informed self-regulation activities, like mindful yoga     
     and dance and movement therapy for children, can potentially improve outcomes.  
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" E A R L Y  T R A U M A  A N D  S E P A R A T I O N  O F  T H E  K I N D  W E ' R E  S E E I N G  T O D A Y  M A Y
P R O G R A M  A  C H I L D  F O R  L I F E ,  I N C R E A S I N G  T H E I R  R I S K  O F  D E P R E S S I O N ,  A N X I E T Y ,

A N D  P S Y C H O T I C  D I S O R D E R .  N O T  O N L Y  I S  T H E  C O S T  T O  T H E  I N D I V I D U A L
P O T E N T I A L L Y  V E R Y  H I G H ,  S O  I S  T H E  P O T E N T I A L  C O S T  T O  S O C I E T Y . ”  

                                                                                               -   J A C E K  D E B I E C ,  M D ,  P H D

J A C E K  D E B I E C ,  M D ,  P H D

○ Dr. Debiec discussed the formative role of early trauma on the brain. Research in         
   animals and humans indicate that children are resilient to stress and trauma early         
   in development, during the sensitive time period when they are forming strong             
   attachments to their caregiver. 

○ However, being separated from caregivers at an early age can alter development of       
   fear systems in the brain. And, if parents experience trauma, it reduces their capacity   
   to buffer child stress. Excessive stress leads to premature development of brain             
   regions used to process stress and threat, reducing flexibility in response to threat       
   and the ability to “unlearn” what has previously been scary.  

○ Dr. Debiec discussed his research on safety and threat learning, highlighting findings   
   that when parents experience trauma, their children fail to develop resilience. 

○ Infants and young children naturally mimic the emotions of their parents; maternal       
   trauma and fear activates sites in the child’s brain that are associated with pain,           
   stress, and fear. These threats, transmitted by the mother, can start at birth and are     
   long-lasting.   

○ The brain continues to develop into our 20s, and some changes can be reversed. Yet,   
   aspects of altered brain development following a traumatic experience may be               
   irreversible. Maternal separation can impair development across domains, including     
   academics and mental health.   

○ Early trauma and separation of the kind families separated at the border have               
   experienced may ‘program’ a child for life, increasing risk for depression, anxiety, and   
   psychotic disorders. Thus, not only is the cost to the individual potentially very high, so 
   is the potential cost to society.  

○ Although President Trump has ended his policy of separating parents and children at   
   the border, there are currently over 2000 children whose reunification with parents is   
   unclear. The burden to be borne by these children, as well as our society at large, is     
   likely very high. 

KEY POINTS: 
(1) Attachment learning is safety learning.  

(2) Fear learning emerges as the sensitive period for attachment learning ends.  

(3) Maternal presence may suppress fear learning.  

(4) Maternal separation alters fear learning. 

Bio: Dr. Debiec is an Assistant Professor of Psychiatry and
Assistant Research Professor at the Molecular and Behavioral
Neuroscience Institute at the University of Michigan. He was a
Fulbright fellow and earned an MD and a PhD in philosophy of
science. His research uses animal models and other innovative
methodologies to study the impact of early life trauma on
attachment formation. He also investigates the protective role
of the attachment system among children experiencing trauma.
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https://medicine.umich.edu/dept/psychiatry/jacek-debiec-md-phd
https://medicine.umich.edu/dept/psychiatry/jacek-debiec-md-phd
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" T H I S  N A T I O N  H A S  A L W A Y S  S E R V E D  A S  A  M O R A L  B E A C O N  F O R  T H E  R E S T  O F  T H E
W O R L D .  B U T  O U R  T R E A T M E N T  O F  T H E S E  C H I L D R E N  —  W H O  H A V E  D O N E  N O T H I N G
W R O N G  O T H E R  T H A N  A C C O M P A N Y  T H E I R  P A R E N T S  S E E K I N G  A  B E T T E R  L I F E  —  I S  A

D I S G R A C E  T H A T  R E F L E C T S  O N  A L L  O F  U S . ”  
                                                                                          -   V I V E K  S A N K A R A N ,  J D

Bio: Professor Sankaran’s work focuses on the area of law
relating to children in foster care. He is a Clinical
Professor of Law at the University of Michigan Law School,
where he directs both the Child Advocacy Law Clinic and
the Child Welfare Appellate Clinic. Professor Sankaran’s
most recent work includes co-editing the third edition of
Child Welfare Law and Practice, a widely recognized
resource used by child welfare law professionals across
the country.

V I V E K  S A N K A R A N ,  J D

○ Professor Sankaran highlighted the protections that children and families are           
   afforded under U.S. law. Specifically, he noted that a core principle underlying the   
   family law system in the U.S. is to protect the family unit, and to remove children     
   from their families only as a last resort.  

○ This is rooted in a national consensus that detaining children without parental         
   contact is a dangerous and cruel sanction to inflict on a child and should                   
   only be done when it is absolutely necessary. Further, if a child does have to be       
   removed from the home, laws require child welfare agencies to maintain                   
   connections between the child and family. 

○ The policies in place at the border stand in stark contrast to these policies that         
   cover children in the U.S.   

○ There is a misconception that young children will be “fine” if they are removed,         
   because they “won’t remember” what’s happened. This view is widespread in the       
   legal sector. 

○ Professor Sankaran hopes that the attention to the science of early childhood           
   development and trauma could have a positive impact for the many children             
   currently in foster care, as well as those who have been removed from their families 
   at the border.   

KEY POINTS: 
(1) The foster care system has laws that protect children in theory, but oftentimes,       
     are not implemented in practice, especially within marginalized populations. 

(2) A goal of Child Protective Services is family unity in order to promote child/family   
     well-being. Families at the border, however, are not afforded the same treatment.  

(3) It is essential to bridge the divide between researchers and the legal system by       
     disseminating research to inform practice.
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https://www.law.umich.edu/FacultyBio/Pages/FacultyBio.aspx?FacID=vss
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o What we can learn from research on the experiences of military families:   
   Even among military families, who have extensive supports provided before,             
   during, and following deployment, family separation is stressful for parents and       
   children, and re-unification takes time. It’s an ongoing process, not a moment. We   
   need to provide ongoing support and resources for the parents as well as the           
   children who have experienced traumatic separations, such as those at border         
   crossings.  

o What we can learn from research on anxiety and the refugee experience:   
   When families arrive in the U.S., they have often already experienced trauma in       
   their home country, in resettlement camps, and on their journey. They face an         
   uncertain future. Most refugees suffer from diagnosable levels of anxiety; children   
   of parents with anxiety show high anxiety rates. Anxiety is disabling for adjusting to 
   a new country; uncertainty can exacerbate trauma and anxiety symptoms.                 
   Establishing regular routines can help. We need to provide secure, safe                     
   environments for families to process their trauma and start adapting to life in a       
   new country.   

o What we can learn from basic science research on the neurobiology of fear:   
   Very young children are resilient to trauma and stress during the sensitive               
   period early in development when they are forming attachment relationships with   
   their caregiver. These caregiving relationships buffer stress responses for young     
   children. However, if children are separated from caregivers during this sensitive     
   period when attachments are forming, it leaves a footprint that can last a lifetime. 

○What we can learn from the foster care system and the legal perspective: 
  Though not always achieved, the goal of U.S. foster care policy is consistent with the 
  science of early childhood development in that the system seeks to maintain family   
  unity if at all possible. Children should be removed from their families only as a         
matter of last resort, and are entitled to a hearing with legal counsel within a short     
time period. If a child must be removed, every effort should be made to place the       
child with relatives. For families experiencing separation at the border, none of           
these policies are being followed.   

I M P L I C A T I O N S

F O R  M O R E  I N F O R M A T I O N ,  C H E C K  O U T  T H E S E  R E S O U R C E S :

○A Sudden and Lasting Separation from a Parent can Permanently alter Brain             
  Development 
○The Neurobiology of Safety and Threat Learning in Infancy 
○Enduring Neural and Behavioral Effects of Early Life Adversity in Infancy:                 
  Consequences of Maternal Abuse and Neglect, Trauma and Fear 
○Mental Health in Syrian Refugee Children Resettling in the United States: War,         
  Trauma, Migration, and the Role of Parental Stress 
○Military families can teach us about the cost of family separations 
○Opinion: U.S. laws are based on kids' best interests. Trump's border policies aren't. 
○As Migrant Families Are Reunited, Some Children Don't Recognize Their Mothers 
○Frequently Asked Questions about Separated Children and the Welfare System 
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https://theconversation.com/a-sudden-and-lasting-separation-from-a-parent-can-permanently-alter-brain-development-98542
https://gallery.mailchimp.com/b72d2cc30302e999390f2171e/files/aaf96d13-ebab-42cd-9b5f-f56bb980747f/2017_Neurobiology_of_Learning_Memory.pdf
https://gallery.mailchimp.com/b72d2cc30302e999390f2171e/files/463222e6-9e7e-4899-bd0e-b1adf7aca1f6/2017_Curr_Behav_Neurosci_Rep.pdf
https://gallery.mailchimp.com/b72d2cc30302e999390f2171e/files/524d6e21-a56d-40a1-8c4f-f9175a5a0b0c/Mental_Health_in_Syrian_Refugee_Children_Resettling_in_the_United_States.pdf
http://thehill.com/opinion/immigration/392831-military-families-can-teach-us-about-the-cost-of-family-separations
https://www.freep.com/story/opinion/contributors/2018/06/16/immigrant-children-separation/706781002/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/10/us/politics/trump-administration-catch-and-release-migrants.html
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1UhSRspdtkvOAfmkT0_RLV-0Oq0xub3L1/view
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○There must be follow-up support for parents and children after families are reunited.  #UMichTalks 
  #familyseparation @zerotothrive @UMCHGD #rapidresponsetalk 

○'Even with time to prepare and support, separations and reunions pose unique challenges.' U-M        
  Professor of Psychiatry, Katherine Rosenblum on military family separations.                                         
@zerotothrive @UMCHGD #familyseparation #rapidresponsetalk #UMichTalks 

○Maternal separation alters fear and safety learning. @zerotothrive @UMCHGD #familyseparation     
  #rapidresponsetalk #UMichTalks 

 ○Maternal presence buffers fear learning and promotes resilience. @zerotothrive @UMCHGD             
   #resilience #familyseparation #attachment #rapidresponsetalk #UMichTalks 

○The insights of military families should inform our response to immigrant families who arrive at our 
  borders.  @zerotothrive @UMCHGD #familyseparation #rapidresponsetalk#UMichTalks 

○#Militaryfamilies can teach us a great deal about family separations, confronting challenges and       
  transitions, and the work it takes to maintain relationships and promote children                                 
  wellbeing. @zerotothrive @UMCHGD #rapidresponsetalk 

○Despite the joy of reunification, great challenges remain when children reunite with their parents     
  after a separation.  @zerotothrive @UMCHGD #rapidresponsetalk #UMichTalks 

○Effects of relationship disruption can last far into the future; children often remain fearful that their 
  parent will disappear again. @zerotothrive @UMCHGD #rapidresponsetalk #UMichTalks 

○When service members return, the U.S. #military invests in #support for #families as they                 
  reconnect and strengthen #relationships. @zerotothrive @UMCHGD #rapidresponsetalk                     
  #UMichTalks 

○The trauma of being separated may pile on top of other #trauma #refugees experience in their         
  home country and during the journey to the US. @zerotothrive @UMCHGD #rapidresponsetalk         
  #UMichTalks 

Sample Tweets 
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/173C41wigIk8hglVWWrQR_Lg7M8LeAJIU/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1cPPdscdxTF6wkXUYtCLBNccoPu-s_yXf/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vNN4NxYRDTCCw5fs8vSvMserXqeboJU_/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1lfasO0-gJefOvp-hAm2sVkOBXGHpOy6c/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pApfeHWHwo8VgGCfkcmFA5D5j29hUh2W/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LJfV8d21kytJ0o0zFV5rukWFNKTsecVa/view



