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Legal frameworks and practical 
challenges: a review of the 
enduring failure to prevent family 
separations in armed conflicts
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The separation of families during armed conflicts remains a persistent tragedy, 
inflicting suffering on individuals and tearing apart the social fabric of communities. 
Despite the existence of international laws and conventions designed to protect 
families and ensure their reunification, the international community continues 
to fall short in preventing these separations. This review seeks to analyze the 
multifaceted reasons behind this ongoing challenge by examining the relevant 
international legal frameworks and the limitations and practical challenges faced by 
local, national, and international actors. It further seeks to explore the underlying 
causes of separation, and unintended consequences of humanitarian responses, 
drawing on lessons learned from past and present conflicts, in an effort to illuminate 
potential pathways to more effective actions.
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Introduction

UNICEF estimates that over 473 million children—nearly one in five globally—are 
currently living in or fleeing conflict zones (Østby and Siri Rustad, 2024; UNICEF USA, n.d.). 
Within this war-affected child population are those who have become separated from their 
families. The phenomenon of children being separated during wartime is not new (Ressler, 
1988). Throughout history, armed conflicts have forcibly displaced populations, leading to 
family fragmentation. However, the scale and nature of family separation have evolved with 
modern warfare, a crisis underscored by estimates that hundreds of thousands of children are 
currently separated from their families globally due to conflict, contributing to what some 
term a “global crisis” (Save the Children, 2023; PBS News, 2020).

Children separated from their families in armed conflict face an array of specific risks, 
exacerbating the already dire circumstances of war. These children, defined as those under 
18 years of age who are apart from their parents or primary caregivers, are plunged into a state 
of extreme vulnerability, making them susceptible to a cascade of threats that can have 
devastating and long-lasting consequences (International Committee of the Red Cross, 2004). 
The absence of parental protection immediately elevates a child’s risk profile. Separated 
children are at a significantly higher risk of violence, exploitation, abuse, and recruitment into 
armed forces or groups. This vulnerability stems from various factors. Families fleeing violence 
can become separated during chaotic movements, bombings, or attacks, leaving children 
disoriented and alone. This disarray creates opportunities for predators and makes children 
easy targets. Conflict often results in the loss of adult family members, leaving children 
orphaned or without care, effectively removing their primary source of protection. Both boys 
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and girls are actively recruited or abducted by armed forces and 
groups, often far from their homes. They may be forced into roles such 
as combatants, porters, spies, cooks, or subjected to sexual 
exploitation. Children associated with armed groups, or even those 
merely perceived to be, may be detained, leading to separation from 
their families and exposure to further risks within detention facilities 
(Wessells, 2016).

The psychological effects of war and family separation were 
recognized early in the field of child psychology. The classic work of 
Burlingham and Freud (1944), based on observations of children in 
British nurseries during World War II, was foundational in 
demonstrating the profound psychological effects of war and family 
separation on children, even in the absence of direct physical injury. 
Their research highlighted that the emotional turmoil of separation 
and the disruption of attachment bonds could be as damaging as, if 
not more damaging than, physical harm (Burlingham and Freud, 
1944). More recent systematic reviews corroborate and expand upon 
these findings. They provide a detailed examination of the relationship 
between exposure to war, forced displacement, and mental health 
outcomes in children, identifying key risk factors that are often 
exacerbated by family separation (Betancourt et al., 2010; Tol et al., 
2013). They documented a range of troubling outcomes that include 
PTSD, depression, and behavioral problems.

For separated children, these problems are particularly acute, as 
the very structure of their support system—the family—is absent, 
leaving them to navigate war-related events largely alone (Brown et al., 
2017). A systematic review that specifically synthesizes research on the 
psychosocial well-being of separated children highlights the negative 
effects of family separation on their development and mental health 
(Jones-Mason et al., 2019). These developmental impacts can manifest 
in various ways, including difficulties in forming secure attachments, 
impaired cognitive development due to chronic stress, and challenges 
in emotional regulation. The absence of consistent parental guidance 
and a stable home environment deprives children of crucial 
developmental stimuli and protective factors, essential for healthy 
growth and resilience.

Beyond individual psychological distress, family separation in 
armed conflict leads to significant social consequences, disrupting a 
child’s social integration, identity formation, and overall protective 
environment. Children separated from their families often face 
immense challenges in forming new social connections and 
integrating into communities, whether in displacement camps, host 
communities, or later upon return or resettlement. A review of 
war-affected youth noted the prevalence of social difficulties and 
behavioral problems among young people affected by war (Brown 
et al., 2017; Tol et al., 2013). For separated children, these difficulties 
are amplified by their isolated status, making it harder to establish 
trust, understand social norms in new contexts, and access social 
support networks. The absence of family structures also profoundly 
affects a child’s sense of identity and belonging. Children who are 
separated from their cultural roots and family narratives can struggle 
with identity formation, leading to feelings of alienation and 
confusion. Moreover, the lack of family protection significantly 
increases their vulnerability to various forms of exploitation, abuse, 
and neglect. A meta-analysis emphasizes the need for coordinated and 
evidence-based policy and practice for protecting children outside of 
family care (Boothby et  al., 2012; Boothby, 2008). These finding 
highlight the systemic recognition that separated children are in an 

exceptionally precarious position, requiring specialized human rights 
and programmatic interventions to mitigate the risks they face.

Method: scoping review on prevention 
of family separation in armed conflict

This review seeks to analyze the multifaceted reasons behind the 
enduring challenge to prevent child-family separations in armed 
conflict. This specific focus on the prevention of family separation 
during armed conflict was identified as a key concern in consultation 
with the Humanitarian Development Partnership’s (HDPI) working 
group on child protection (HDPI, n.d.). HDPI’s child protection 
working group serves as an informal advisory group to humanitarian 
practitioners, policy makers, and scholars concerned with child 
protection responses in situations of armed conflict and mass 
population movements. It’s membership includes 11 experts—former 
child protection leaders in UNICEF, UNHCR, United Nations 
Development Program, Save the Children, International Rescue 
Committee, Child Fund, and USAID—with significant practice and 
policy experience with separated and unaccompanied children in 
armed conflict. Its non-affiliation status allows the group to render 
impartial advice—in this case—to help frame the study’s focus. An 
initial consultation reviewed a range of critical issues including 
interim care, family tracing and reunification, and the fate of child 
protection in general given recent bilateral funding constraints. While 
these concerns were thoroughly vetted, the strongest consensus 
between the author and this informal advisory group emerged around 
questions involving family unity and the inability to prevent family 
separation during armed conflicts.

The PCC framework (population concept, and context) is 
recommended as a guide to construct clear and meaningful objectives 
and eligible criteria for a scoping review (Pollock et al., 2023), and was 
employed to frame this study. (1) Population: the population of concern 
is separated and unaccompanied children; (2) Concept: the purpose of 
the study is to identify the rights to family unity and protection 
guarantees for separated and unaccompanied children enshrined in 
international humanitarian law and human rights conventions and 
obstacles to enforcing these protection measures; and, (3) Context: the 
study’s focus is limited to armed conflicts mass population movements. 
The PCC framework was shared with the HDPI child protection 
working group during a second consultation to frame a discussion on 
key research questions. An overarching research question emerged 
from this second discussion: What factors contribute to the enduring 
challenge to effectively prevent family separation in the context of 
armed conflict? Sub research questions were also identified: (1) What 
are the relevant legal and policy frameworks intended to prevent family 
separation in armed conflict, and what are the reported limitations in 
their practical application? (2) What operational and logistical 
challenges do humanitarian actors face in their efforts to prevent 
family separation during armed conflict? And, (3) What evidence 
exists regarding the unintended consequences of humanitarian 
approaches and programs as they relate to family separation?

A scoping review method was used for this study to map the 
existing literature on the enduring challenge to prevent child-family 
separations in armed conflict. Unlike a systematic review, which 
answers a specific, focused question, a scoping review aims to identify 
and analyze the breadth of inter-related questions using both published 
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and grey literature (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005). The literature search 
used specialized academic databases for social sciences and 
international relations. Academic databases included in the search were 
Social Services Abstracts, PubMed/MEDLINE, and Web of Science. 
Google Scholar was also used to cast a wide net of scholarly literature 
and non-peer reviewed content. Given the nature of this topic, a grey 
literature search figured prominently in this scoping review and was 
extended to documents and reports from organizations “working on 
the ground,” including United Nations, International Committee of the 
Red Cross, international non-governmental organizations, practitioner 
research network, and interagency working groups.

The search terms were based on a predefined set of keywords and 
themes. Initial search terms included: “separated children armed 
conflict,” “unaccompanied children armed conflict,” and “children 
refugees armed conflict.” To refine the scope and focus on specific 
aspects of the problem, these terms were further developed into key 
thematic clusters. The refined search terms focused on: (1) Prevention 
and intervention: “prevention of family separation,” “family tracing 
and reunification,” and “unintended consequences intervention.” (2) 
Child rights and legal frameworks: “separated children humanitarian 
law” and “separated children human rights”.

Studies were included if they: (1) Focus on the separation of 
families (broadly defined to include nuclear, extended, and chosen 
families where applicable) as a direct or indirect consequence of 
armed conflict. (2) Examine the factors that contribute to family 
separation, including armed conflict, forced displacement, conflict-
related deaths, recruitment of child soldiers, arbitrary detention, and 
lack of access to humanitarian aid. (3) Evaluate the effectiveness of the 
application of international humanitarian law or human rights, care 
and protection interventions, and/or policies aimed at preventing 
family separation or facilitating reunification.

Studies were excluded if they: (1) Focus on the psychological or social 
consequences of family separation, without addressing the factors 
leading to the separation itself. (2) Deal with family separation in 
contexts other than armed conflict (e.g., economic migration, natural 
disasters, unless these are intertwined with conflict). (3) Are not available 
in English.1 (4) Are primarily journalistic accounts or personal narratives, 
unless they provide data or analysis relevant to the research questions.

The initial search yielded 137 sources. An AI tool (Notebook LM) 
was employed to produce summaries of each source, which were spot-
checked for accuracy by the author. Based on this secondary review, 
34 sources that did not clearly fit inclusion criteria were eliminated, 
resulting in a final total of 105 sources included in this article.

The foundation of international law

The right to family unity is a universally recognized human right, 
enshrined in a variety of international legal instruments Key among 
these is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, which, 
along with the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(1966), affirms that “the family is the natural and fundamental group 
unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State” (UN, 

1  Exclusion of non-English sources is noted as a limitation necessitated by 

limited time and resources.

n.d.; Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 1989; Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 1966). This principle is 
further reinforced by the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
a pivotal document that mandates states to facilitate family reunification, 
particularly for migrant children (OHCHR, 1989; UNICEF, 1989).

Beyond human rights law, international humanitarian law (IHL) 
also establishes measures to prevent family dispersion and facilitate 
reunification in times of conflict (International Organization for 
Migration, 2021). The ICRC’s customary IHL study explicitly states 
that “family life must be respected as far as possible” (International 
Committee of the Red Cross, n.d.2). The Central Tracing Agency of 
the ICRC, along with the broader Red Cross and Red Crescent 
movement, has a specific mandate to assist in searching for family 
members and enabling their reunification (International Committee 
of the Red Cross, n.d.1; International Committee of the Red Cross, 
n.d.6). This legal framework mandates that the protection of families 
in conflict is not an optional goal but a core obligation under 
international law (International Committee of the Red Cross, n.d.4; 
International Committee of the Red Cross, n.d.5) (see Table 1).

Humanitarian guiding principles and 
actions

Building on the legal foundation, humanitarian organizations have 
developed practical frameworks to guide their interventions. The Inter-
Agency Guiding Principles on Unaccompanied and Separated Children, 
a consensus document prepared by leading humanitarian bodies 
including the ICRC and UNICEF, serves as a comprehensive roadmap 
for action in emergencies (International Committee of the Red Cross, 
2004). These principles cover all stages of a crisis, from preventing 
separation to tracing, reunification, and long-term care. More recently, 
NGO working groups have focused on prevention of child recruitment 
and use of children by armed forces and armed groups (The Alliance 
for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, n.d.; Interaction, 2025).

In practice, humanitarian agencies like UNICEF focus their efforts 
on strengthening child protection systems to prevent and respond to 
abuse and exploitation (UNICEF USA, n.d.). This involves supporting 
families, equipping community-based groups, and providing direct 
emergency relief, such as medical care, safe water, and psychosocial 
support. A pivotal aspect of this work is the direct care for and 
reunification of children who have been separated from their families 
(International Committee of the Red Cross, 2004; International 
Organization for Migration, 2021). The process of family tracing, 
identification, and reunification is a key component of the guiding 
principles, with an emphasis on acting quickly and safely to ensure the 
best interests of the child (Global Protection Cluster, n.d.). This 
framework moves beyond abstract legal rights to a concrete set of 
actions designed to protect and care for vulnerable children in 
humanitarian crises (UN Research Guides, 2025).

The anatomy of separation: 
understanding the diverse causes in 
conflict zones

Despite a comprehensive legal framework and practical guidelines, 
the continued challenge to effectively prevent family separations in 
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armed conflicts suggests a significant disconnect between the 
existence of legal obligations and the recognition of those obligations 
on the ground. Indeed, the number of separated children in conflict 
zones continues to grow, with estimates upwards to 150,000 worldwide 
(War Child, 2024). To be sure, the tragedy of family separation in 
conflict zones is not a monolithic phenomenon; rather, it is the result 
of a complex interplay of systemic failures, strategic actions, and 
chaotic circumstances. This section delves into the specific, identifiable 
mechanisms that lead to children becoming separated from their 
families. Based on the findings and analyses of this scoping review, the 
causes outlined herein have been identified as the main, recurring 
factors driving family separation and the subsequent endangerment 
of children in contexts of armed conflict and violence.

Mass displacement

Rapid, violent displacement can shatter family units and stands as 
a primary driver of child-family separations (Better Care Network, 
2018; Alexander et al., 2010). In the chaos of fleeing conflict zones, 
families can easily become separated, whether during the initial flight, 
in overcrowded shelters, or while attempting to cross borders in search 
of safety (Civilians in Conflict, 2023). Displacement not only separates 
families physically but also disrupts their established support 
networks, leaving individuals, particularly children, more vulnerable 
to a range of risks.

The Rohingya refugee crisis is a case in point. In August 2017, a 
mass exodus of the Rohingya people began from Myanmar’s Rakhine 
State into Bangladesh, triggered by a brutal military crackdown. More 
than 700,000 Rohingya, over half of whom were children, fled their 
homes in a matter of weeks (UNHCR, 2017). The journey was 
perilous, with families often fleeing on foot or by boat under a hail of 
violence and persecution. In the panic and disorder, countless children 
were separated from their parents or caregivers (Save the Children, 
2017). The violence was so intense that some children arrived in 
Bangladesh having witnessed the deaths of their parents or other 

family members. The sheer volume of people crossing the border 
made it impossible to keep track of everyone. Humanitarian 
organizations established special centers and tracing programs to help 
identify and reunite unaccompanied and separated children. However, 
the sheer scale of the displacement, coupled with the horrific 
experiences of both children and parents, made these efforts incredibly 
difficult. Many children, having been orphaned or separated, were left 
to care for younger siblings, forced to become heads of households 
overnight (UNICEF, 2022).

Mass destruction

The humanitarian crisis in Gaza has resulted in a devastating 
number of separated infants and children, a situation made more 
complex by the extreme conditions of the conflict (UN, 2025, 
International Rescue Committee, 2024a). While precise numbers are 
difficult to verify due to the ongoing hostilities and displacement, the 
UN has estimated at least 17,000 children have been separated or 
unaccompanied (UNICEF USA, 2025). This staggering number is a 
direct result of relentless military operations, mass displacement, and 
the collapse of civil and family structures. Many children have lost 
their families entirely, with some being found alone in hospitals or 
amid rubble, unable to even recall their names (International Rescue 
Committee, 2024a). Mass destruction has forced families to flee their 
homes, multiple times, often under fire (UN, 2025). In the chaos of 
these evacuations, children have been separated from their parents or 
caregivers. The constant movement of the population, with families 
relocating from northern to southern Gaza and back, makes tracing 
efforts nearly impossible (International Rescue Committee, 2024b). 
The high number of civilian casualties means that many children have 
been orphaned. Others are separated from their parents who are 
injured and receiving medical care, or who have been detained. The 
absence of a functioning, centralized system for tracking and 
registering unaccompanied children is a major barrier. Humanitarian 
workers and community members are often working in a vacuum, 

TABLE 1  Summary of the key international legal instruments relevant to family unity and family reunification.

Instrument Article/Rule Key provision Supporting sources

Universal Declaration of Human Rights Article 16 (3)

“The family is the natural and 

fundamental group unit of society and 

is entitled to protection by society and 

the state”

UN (n.d.)

International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights
Article 23 (1)

“The family is the natural and 

fundamental group unit of society and 

is entitled to protection by society and 

the state”

Office of the High Commissioner for Human 

Rights (1966)

Convention on the Rights of the Child Articles 9, 10, 22

States must ensure that children shall 

not be separated from their parents, 

respect the right to family reunification, 

and provide appropriate protection for 

refugee children

Office of the High Commissioner for Human 

Rights (1989) and UNICEF (1989)

Customary International Humanitarian Law Rule 105, 131

“Family life must be respected as far as 

possible.” All possible measures must 

be taken so that “members of the same 

family are not separated”

International Committee of the Red Cross 

(n.d.1) and International Committee of the 

Red Cross (n.d.2)
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with disrupted communication and no official records to assist them 
(UN, 2024).

Chronicity

The chronic nature of numerous armed conflicts creates a 
humanitarian crisis where family separation is a widespread and long-
term issue, as is the case in South Sudan (McCauley, 2024). Unlike a 
short-term disaster where families might be displaced for a few weeks 
or months, the ongoing conflict since 2013 has meant that children 
and parents can be separated for years, sometimes even a decade, 
making the process of family tracing and reunification (FTR) a 
complex and persistent challenge (Sandbu-Ryena, 2019). South Sudan 
has one of the highest rates of internally displaced people in the world, 
with millions of people having fled their homes, often multiple times 
(UNHCR, 2025). In the chaos of these repeated evacuations, families 
are torn apart. Children have been separated from their parents while 
fleeing an armed attack or while seeking food and shelter. Many 
end-up in different, isolated refugee camps or across international 
borders. The length of the conflict also means that the children who 
were separated years ago have now grown up, making physical 
identification and memory-based tracing efforts more difficult (UN, 
2017). Furthermore, a new generation of separated children is 
continually being created as the violence flares up in different regions.

The chronicity of the conflict means that FTR cannot be a short-
term emergency response. It requires a sustained, long-term 
commitment from humanitarian organizations. Agencies like 
UNICEF, Save the Children, and the International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) have established permanent programs in South 
Sudan with dedicated case workers who build trust with local 
communities and meticulously maintain a national database of 
separated children (Sandbu-Ryena, 2019). This long-term approach 
has yielded some successes. Since the outbreak of the war, thousands 
of children have been successfully reunited with their families, 
sometimes years after they were separated (Ferguson, 2018). The case 
of South Sudan demonstrates that in a protracted crisis, family 
reunification is not just a quick rescue mission, but a continuous, 
essential effort to restore the fundamental right of a child to live with 
their family.

Deliberate targeting families

A tactic of war that specifically targets families is known as 
“kinocide.” This strategy aims to terrorize the population and destroy 
the social fabric of a community by intentionally harming, abducting, 
or killing family members of the enemy. The goal is to break the will 
of the opposition and create a climate of fear and submission. The 
Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), for example, systematically and 
deliberately targeted families as a core tactic of its campaign of terror 
in Northern Uganda (Office of the Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General for Children in Armed Conflict, n.d.). The LRA’s 
strategy was not just to kill or abduct, but to psychologically and 
socially annihilate a community’s ability to resist by destroying the 
family unit itself. The Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) is also notorious 
for its mass abductions of children from Northern Uganda and 
surrounding regions (Kelly et al., 2016). The LRA’s recruitment was 

almost entirely based on forced conscription. They would raid villages, 
schools, and homes, taking children and forcing them into their ranks 
as combatants, porters, or “wives” for commanders. The LRA’s 
indoctrination methods included stripping children of their former 
identities, given new names and forced to adopt new “family” 
structures within the LRA, with senior fighters acting as “fathers” 
(Kelly et  al., 2016). These new bonds were used to replace their 
original family connections. The group actively prevented any contact 
with their former communities. For girls, the forced “marriages” and 
subsequent pregnancies resulted in them returning with children of 
their own, facing social stigma and rejection from their families and 
communities who saw them as being associated with the enemy. This 
often led to a second separation—from their children—as some 
communities or family members would only accept them back if they 
abandoned their LRA-born children.

Forced recruitment

As highlighted with the LRA example, forced recruitment into 
armed forces or groups is a significant cause of family separation 
(International Committee of the Red Cross, 2013). Children are often 
targeted for recruitment, either through abduction, coercion, or 
manipulation, tearing them away from their families and communities 
(Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, n.d.). This practice not 
only separates children from their loved ones but also exposes them 
to extreme violence, exploitation, and abuse. Many children are used 
by warring parties in areas that are inaccessible to United Nations 
officials and other observers, making it impossible to document cases, 
rendering the existing monitoring mechanism ineffective. For 
example, estimated of the number of child soldiers under the age of 
18 during the Sierra Leone Civil War (1991–2002), range from 10,000 
verified UN cases to over 100,000 estimated through population-
based methodologies. Regardless of scale, the Revolutionary United 
Front (RUF) and other armed groups did systematically abducted 
thousands of children (Betancourt et  al., 2010). The recruitment 
process was designed to traumatize and break the familial bonds of 
the victims. The forced separation was a traumatic and lasting 
experience for both the abducted children and their families 
(Schomerus, 2007; Human Rights Watch, 2000). Many parents and 
relatives never knew the fate of their children, living with years of 
uncertainty. The RUF would move abductees far from their homes to 
disorient them and make escape difficult. Even after the conflict 
ended, the process of reunification was challenging. Some children, 
having forgotten their old names and family structures, could not 
be traced. Others faced stigma and rejection from their communities 
and families, who struggled to accept them back after the atrocities 
they were forced to commit (Betancourt et al., 2010; Schomerus, 2007).

Forced transfer

Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, there have 
been widespread reports of the illegal transportation of Ukrainian 
children to Russia and Russian-occupied territories (Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2025; Council of Europe, 
2025). This has been documented by multiple international 
organizations and governments, and is a key focus of legal and 
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diplomatic efforts. The number of children forcibly transferred is 
difficult to verify, with estimates ranging widely. The Ukrainian 
government has confirmed nearly 20,000 cases, while other sources 
like the Yale Humanitarian Research Lab place the figure closer to 
35,000 (Yale School of Medicine, 2025). Russia’s Commissioner for 
Children’s Rights has claimed that over 700,000 Ukrainian children 
have been “relocated” (Ödebrink, 2025). The transfers often occur 
under the guise of “humanitarian” or “recreational” programs, such as 
summer camps, medical care, or evacuation from war zones. Russian 
authorities also target vulnerable children, including orphans, those 
with disabilities, or children from low-income families (European 
Council, 2025). There are also documented cases of children being 
separated from their parents, and sometimes even their parents being 
killed, with the children subsequently being taken to Russia. Once in 
Russia, Ukrainian children are subjected to a systematic program of 
“re-education” and Russification aimed at erasing their Ukrainian 
identity (Erlewein et al., 2024; Mentzelopoulou, 2025). This includes 
cultural erasure (must speak Russian), militarization (military camps 
and youth armies), and forced adoption and citizenship (recent 
Russian legislation streamlines the process). The European Court of 
Human Rights has found Russia responsible for “systematic and 
regulatory” violations of human rights, including the unlawful transfer 
of children,” and the European Union has condemned Russia’s actions 
and imposed sanctions on individuals and organizations involved in 
the illegal transfers (Council of Europe, 2025).

Loss of identify documents

The loss or destruction of identification documentation during 
armed conflict presents a major obstacle to family tracing and 
reunification (Hague Conference on Private International Law, 2020). 
Without proper documentation, it becomes exceedingly difficult to 
establish identity and prove family relationships, especially when 
attempting to reunite families across international borders (American 
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 2023). Without official 
proof of identity, nationality, or family ties, displaced individuals, 
particularly children, can face bureaucratic and legal hurdles that 
prevent them from reconnecting with loved ones.

The Bosnian War (1992–1995) led to mass displacement, 
disappearances, and the systematic destruction of civil records 
and personal documents. Many people were killed or went 
missing, and their remains were buried in unmarked mass graves 
(Williams and Crews, 2023). The lack of identification on the 
bodies and the destruction of records presented an immense 
challenge for tracing services. The International Commission on 
Missing Persons (ICMP) was established to help identify the 
missing (International Commission on Missing Person, 2023a, 
2023b). Because physical documents were often destroyed or 
unobtainable, the ICMP pioneered the use of DNA-based 
identification to match human remains with living relatives 
(Barnert et al., 2022). This scientific approach became a vital tool 
for proving the identities of the deceased and providing closure to 
families. However, even with this advanced method, the process 
was complicated and lengthy, requiring the voluntary participation 
of family members to provide genetic samples. While not a direct 
reunification in the traditional sense, this process of identification 
provided a form of “reunification” by confirming the fate of 

missing family members, which was an essential step for survivors 
to move forward.

The more recent Syrian civil war has caused one of the largest 
displacement crises in modern history, with millions of people fleeing 
their homes. In the chaos of flight, many refugees lost or had their 
identification documents, such as national ID cards, passports, and 
family booklets, destroyed (Bunn et al., 2023). These documents are 
vital for proving legal identity and family relationships. For Syrian 
refugees, the absence of a “family booklet,” a key civil record, has 
become a major challenge. This document is required to prove a 
person’s family lineage and is necessary for registering marriages, 
births, and deaths. Families who were separated and sought asylum in 
different countries often could not prove their relationship to one 
another without these booklets (McNatt and Boothby, 2018). This 
made it difficult, if not impossible, for children to be reunited with 
their parents or for spouses to join their partners through legal family 
reunification processes. This documentation gap has also created a 
risk of statelessness for children born in displacement, as they cannot 
be  registered and issued documents without their parents’ proper 
identification, which in turn leads to a host of other protection issues 
(Bunn et al., 2023).

Examining specific instances of armed conflict provides valuable 
insights into the patterns of family separation and the effectiveness of 
the international community’s response. Collectively, these examples 
illustrate some of the recurring challenges associated with family 
separation in armed conflicts, including the massive scale of 
displacement, the devastating impact of forced recruitment and 
abduction, and the significant difficulties encountered in facilitating 
in-country and cross-border family reunification. The following table 
summarizes some of the main causes of child-family separation 
during armed conflict (see Table 2).

A shared responsibility: the roles and 
actions of governments, international 
organizations, and NGOs

The protection of the fundamental right to family unity in times 
of armed conflict is not merely a legal or ethical aspiration, but a 
matter of practical enforcement. Crucially, the issue does not hinge on 
the mere possession of rights by individuals, but rather the active 
recognition of these rights by the duty-bearers responsible for 
upholding them. International legal instruments, such as the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Geneva 
Conventions, enshrine the principle that families must be protected 
and kept together. However, the continued failure to prevent child-
family separation demonstrates a significant disconnect between the 
existence of these legal obligations and their consistent application on 
the ground. This section briefly outlines the established roles and 
responsibilities of the key actors—Governments (both state and 
non-state), United Nations agencies, and civil society organizations—
in promoting family unity and preventing separation during armed 
conflicts. Following this overview, the analysis turns to examining the 
profound failures by these same actors to fulfill their mandates, which 
ultimately contribute to the enduring crisis of separation.

National governments bear the primary responsibility for 
protecting their citizens, including preventing family separation and 
facilitating reunification (Professionals in Humanitarian Assistance 
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and Protection, 2021). They have the duty to enact and enforce laws 
that protect family rights during armed conflict and to cooperate with 
international efforts in this area. However, in some instances, 
governments are perpetrators of family separation through policies 
such as forced transfers or deportations (Georgetown University 
Collaborative on Global Children’s Issues, 2023). This highlights the 
critical importance of holding states accountable to their international 
legal obligations (Gulati and Khoso, 2013).

UNICEF provides support to separated and unaccompanied 
children, works to identify and register them, and advocates for their 
rights (UNICEF USA, n.d.). UNICEF’s effectiveness, however, is often 
hampered by the security and access limitations inherent in conflict 
zones, as well as resource constraints. UNHCR has a specific mandate 
to protect refugees and promote family unity (UNHCR, 2021). 
UNHCR works to improve access to family reunification procedures 
for refugees and provides support to separated refugee families 
(United Nations, 2020). While UNHCR’s focus is primarily on 

refugees, family separation is also a critical issue for internally 
displaced persons who may not fall under UNHCR’s direct mandate. 
The Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for 
Children and Armed Conflict (Office of the Special Representative of 
the Secretary-General for Children in Armed Conflict, n.d.) plays a 
role in advocating for the protection of children affected by armed 
conflict, raising awareness about their plight, and fostering 
international cooperation to this end (United Nations Security 
Council, 2009; Global Action on Aging, n.d.; Asokan, 2021). The 
SRSG CAAC’s work seeks to keep the issue on the international 
agenda and encourages states and other actors to take action (Security 
Council, 2024).

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are important partners 
in addressing family separation. They often operate directly on the 
ground, providing essential assistance, conducting family tracing 
activities, and offering reunification services (International Committee 
of the Red Cross, 2013). Among NGOs, the International Committee 

TABLE 2  Causes of child-family separation in armed conflict.

Category of cause Specific causes of child-family separation

Direct conflict-related events

Mass/Chaotic displacement
Children becoming separated while fleeing attacks, during initial flight, in overcrowded shelters, or while crossing borders in search of 

safety

Mass destruction & violence
Separation resulting from relentless military operations, bombings, or attacks

Children being separated in the chaos and violence of a humanitarian emergency (sudden danger)

Death or incapacity of parents/

caregivers

Conflict resulting in the loss of adult family members, leaving children orphaned

Parents dying or becoming too weak/injured to continue their journey, leaving children behind, or being detained

Chronicity
Protracted conflicts creating long-term separation (sometimes a decade), with repeated evacuations and a new generation of separated 

children continually being created

Deliberate/Coercive actions by armed actors

Deliberate targeting of families 

(kinocide)

A tactic of war aimed at terrorizing the population by intentionally harming, abducting, or killing family members of the opposition to 

destroy the social fabric

Forced recruitment
The abduction, coercion, or manipulation of children into armed forces or groups (e.g., as combatants, spies, porters), which breaks 

familial bonds

Forced transfer
A party to a conflict illegally transporting or abducting children to another country or occupied territory, often under the guise of 

“humanitarian” or “recreational” programs

Exploitation and detention Parties involved in the conflict forcibly pulling children away from their families for exploitation, or children/parents being detained

Family/Parental actions (protective or desperate)

Seeking safety Parents choosing to send their children to a safer location or neighboring country in hopes they will find asylum and escape danger

Abandonment
Parents, in desperate situations, leaving children with others, such as in a hospital or camp, believing the child has a better chance of 

survival

Economic coping strategies Disrupted family structures forcing parents to separate from their children as a negative coping mechanism

Voluntary joining/labor
Some children voluntarily leaving their families to find work or join armed groups/forces, often to lessen the financial burden on their 

parents

Systemic, legal, and logistical barriers

Loss of identity documents
The loss or destruction of identification and civil records (e.g., “family booklets”) making it difficult to establish identity and prove family 

relationships for reunification, potentially leading to statelessness

Separation at borders Families becoming separated at borders during asylum processes, often due to restrictive national policies and bureaucratic hurdles

Evacuations
The rapid movement of large populations during military or humanitarian evacuations, where logistical challenges and the lack of 

prioritization of family unity can lead to fragmentation

Unintended consequences of 

humanitarian aid

Perceived unfairness in the distribution of limited resources, which can strain relationships and lead to further displacement, or assistance 

programs that focus exclusively on the child without supporting the extended family caregivers
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of the Red Cross (ICRC) has a specific mandate under international 
humanitarian law to work for family reunification and to trace missing 
persons (Global Protection Cluster, n.d.).

The limits of reach: the influence of 
state sovereignty and 
non-interference

While the preceding section outlined the roles and responsibilities 
incumbent upon states under international human rights and 
humanitarian law, the practical effectiveness of this legal framework 
often confronts a powerful structural impediment: the principle of 
state sovereignty. This section, entitled “The Limits of Reach: The 
Influence of State Sovereignty and Non-Interference,” shifts focus 
from the ideal to the reality. It describes key failures identified in this 
scoping review to uphold international agreements designed to 
preserve family unity and protect separated children, demonstrating 
how the invocation of state autonomy and the principle of 
non-interference can undermine the very protections outlined in 
treaties, leaving vulnerable children and families exposed to 
inadequate or absent legal and humanitarian support.

State sovereignty

One of the most significant obstacles to the international 
community’s efforts to prevent family separation and reunite children 
is the principle of state sovereignty. This principle, enshrined in the 
UN Charter, grants States exclusive authority over their internal affairs 
and their borders (Jones et al., 2017; Picard Kentz & Rowe LLP, 2024). 
While international law on human rights and humanitarian law 
obliges states to protect the family unit, states can and have used 
sovereignty as a pretext to limit or block these efforts (Woods, 2025).

The European migration crisis and subsequent responses by 
various European nations offer a clear case study of how state 
sovereignty has been used to limit family reunification efforts, 
particularly for refugee and asylum-seeking children. Beginning in 
2015, a large influx of asylum seekers and migrants arrived in Europe, 
many of whom were children, including a significant number of 
unaccompanied minors. Many of these children were separated from 
their families while fleeing conflict or violence in countries like Syria, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq. Humanitarian organizations began the process 
of identifying and tracing these children’s family members, a task 
made even more challenging by the lack of documentation and the 
dispersed nature of the families across different countries.

Despite the international legal frameworks (the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child and the European Convention on Human 
Rights) which protect the right to family life, many European states 
invoked their sovereign right to control their borders and immigration 
policies. This led to a range of practices that directly obstructed family 
reunification, including:

	•	 Restrictive legal definitions of “family”: Some states narrowed 
their legal definition of a “family member” eligible for 
reunification. This often meant only nuclear family members 
(parents, minor children, spouses) were eligible. This narrow 
definition excluded a significant number of vulnerable people, 

such as adult siblings, grandparents, and other dependents, who 
are often the sole remaining relatives of a separated child 
(Chech, 2017).

	•	 Administrative and Bureaucratic Obstacles: States imposed 
stringent and often prohibitive bureaucratic hurdles (Nabuco, 
2020). These included:
	o	 Lengthy processing times: Applications for family reunification 

took years to process, during which time a child might turn 18 
and no longer be considered a minor, making them ineligible 
for reunification.

	o	 Burden of proof: Requiring families to provide documentation 
that was often lost or destroyed during conflict and 
displacement. In some cases, states demanded expensive DNA 
tests to prove family relationships.

	o	 Financial requirements: Forcing the refugee or asylum seeker 
to demonstrate they had sufficient income and housing to 
support their family members, which is nearly impossible for 
someone who has just arrived in a new country and is not 
permitted to work.

	•	 Changes in legislation: As the situation evolved, some countries 
enacted new laws or temporary exemptions that further restricted 
family reunification. For example, some states implemented a 
waiting period of up to 3 years before a person with “subsidiary 
protection” (a lower form of protection than refugee status) could 
even apply to reunite with their family (Chech, 2017).

This use of sovereignty effectively created a legal and 
administrative wall that humanitarian organizations and international 
bodies struggled to overcome. While humanitarian organizations 
could offer practical assistance—such as legal aid and help with 
documentation—their efforts were ultimately limited by national laws 
(Red Cross EU Office, 2015). The case of family reunification in 
Europe demonstrates a recurring theme: while states are signatories 
to international conventions that protect human rights, they can 
selectively apply or circumvent these obligations under the guise of 
national security, border control, or migration management. This 
highlights a fundamental tension between the universal principles of 
human rights and the powerful, enduring principle of state sovereignty.

Humanitarian intervention using force

The concept of humanitarian intervention, which involves the 
use of force to protect populations from gross human rights 
violations, lies at the heart of the tension between state sovereignty 
and the international community’s responsibility to protect (Brown, 
2000). While there is a growing recognition of this responsibility, 
particularly in cases of mass atrocities that may lead to family 
separation, the principle of sovereignty remains a powerful constraint 
on the willingness of states to intervene militarily without Security 
Council authorization or the consent of the affected state (Woods, 
2025). Even non-military forms of intervention, such as targeted 
sanctions or diplomatic pressure aimed at influencing a state’s policies 
on family protection, can be  viewed as infringements on state 
sovereignty and may be  met with resistance by the concerned 
government (Jones et al., 2017). States often prioritize their sovereign 
rights over external scrutiny of their human rights practices, limiting 
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the tools available to the international community for 
preventive action.

From the outset of the Syrian conflict, for example, the Syrian 
government consistently invoked the principle of state sovereignty 
as a way to reject any form of foreign military intervention aimed 
at protecting its population. The Assad regime and its allies, 
particularly Russia, framed any potential humanitarian 
intervention as an illegal violation of international law and a 
pretext for “regime change.” This invocation of sovereignty was 
particularly effective in the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC), where Russia and China, as permanent members with 
veto power, repeatedly blocked resolutions that would have 
authorized a military response or even imposed significant 
sanctions. Their arguments rested on the premise that the conflict 
was an “internal matter” and that any external military action 
would be  a violation of Syria’s sovereignty. At the same time, 
indiscriminate shelling, chemical attacks, and siege warfare 
against civilian populations resulted in the death of hundreds of 
thousands of people and forced millions to flee their homes, 
leading to one of the largest refugee crises in modern history. In 
the chaos, countless children were separated from their families. 
Parents were killed, detained, or lost track of their children in the 
stampedes of mass evacuations.

In the Syrian case, the principle of state sovereignty, as wielded by 
the Assad regime and its powerful allies, acted as a nearly 
insurmountable barrier. It effectively paralyzed the international 
community’s ability to use the tools of humanitarian intervention to 
protect a population from gross human rights abuses. As a result, 
family separation became not a temporary tragedy, but a chronic and 
ongoing consequence of a conflict that the international community, 
due to a diplomatic impasse, was powerless to stop.

State policies opposing the international 
framework

A profound challenge to the international framework is the 
existence of state policies that are in direct opposition to its core 
principles. The United States’ policies of family separation and child 
detention at its borders are a stark example of this deliberate 
contradiction (Human Rights Watch et  al., 2024; American 
Immigration Council, 2025). The analysis shows that these policies use 
children as “weapons of deterrence,” operating on the theory that 
treating children poorly will dissuade parents fleeing persecution from 
seeking asylum (Mousin, 2019). This approach is in direct violation of 
the CRC’s purpose of ensuring “special care and assistance” to children 
and recognizing the fundamental role of the family.

Furthermore, the practice of mass detention of children and 
families as a “first resort” and their accelerated removal is 
inconsistent with the CRC’s mandate that detention should only 
be a “last resort and for the shortest time possible.” By failing to 
ratify the CRC, the United  States not only abdicates its moral 
leadership but also invites other nations to emulate its disregard for 
child and family rights, a critical function of its foreign policy and 
international standing. This situation indicates that the primary 
failure of the international framework is not a lack of legal 
instruments but a lack of political will on the part of States to 
adhere to their obligations.

Unintended consequences of 
humanitarian interventions on family 
structures

Local, national, and international organizations play a complex 
and crucial role in humanitarian contexts. Their work can encompass 
a wide range of activities, from providing emergency relief and 
protection services to facilitating family tracing and reunification. 
However, the very nature of responding to emergencies in conflict 
zones means that even well-intentioned actions can sometimes lead 
to unintended negative consequences, including the separation of 
children from their families (Ressler, 1988; Better Care Network, 
2018). While acknowledging the often-dedicated efforts of local, 
national, and international actors, it is also important to examine how 
humanitarian responses have inadvertently contributed to child-
family separations during armed conflicts.

Broader assistance

While humanitarian aid is designed to alleviate suffering and 
provide essential support, the complexities of its delivery and 
distribution in conflict zones can sometimes lead to unintended 
disruptions of family units (Brown, 2000; Hope and Home for 
Children, n.d.). For instance, the distribution of limited resources, if 
not managed equitably and sensitively, can create competition or 
tension within families or between extended family members who are 
sharing the responsibility of caring for children separated from their 
parents (ReliefWeb, 2025). Perceived unfairness in the allocation of 
food, shelter, or other necessities can strain relationships and lead to 
further displacement or separation as individuals seek what they 
believe to be  more equitable access to aid elsewhere. Similarly, if 
certain types of aid disproportionately benefit some family members 
over others, it can alter traditional family dynamics and create 
imbalances that might ultimately contribute to instability and 
separation (Feinstein International Center, 2017).

While a dedicated focus on separated children is crucial, the 
design and implementation of assistance and protection programs 
must also consider the broader family context (Human Rights Watch, 
2023). If support is provided exclusively to the child without 
adequately assessing and addressing the needs of the extended family 
or community members who are acting as caregivers, it could 
inadvertently place additional burdens on them. This can lead to 
situations where these caregivers, already stretched thin by the 
conflict, are unable to sustain their support, potentially resulting in the 
child being moved elsewhere, further disrupting family or kinship ties. 
A holistic approach that recognizes the interconnectedness of family 
members’ needs is essential to avoid unintended negative 
consequences on family structures (Boothby et al., 2012).

Following the civil war in Sierra Leone, for example, a post-
conflict reintegration program aimed to help former child soldiers 
return to their families. The program’s main problem was its 
individual-focused approach, which provided support, such as 
psychosocial counseling and vocational training, directly to the 
former child soldiers but largely overlooked the needs of their families 
(Elkhaili and Sempijja, 2025). This caused significant conflict and 
strained relationships, ultimately hindering successful reintegration 
for many children. Reintegrating children, for instance, were given a 
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small financial demobilization package and access to education or job 
training. However, their families, who had lost livelihoods and assets 
during the war, received no equivalent support. This disparity led to 
resentment, as families felt the returning child was receiving 
preferential treatment. Many former child soldiers, especially girls 
who had been subjected to sexual violence or forced “bush marriages,” 
returned with a deep sense of shame and stigma. The program’s focus 
on the individual did little to prepare the family and broader 
community to accept and support them. Without a family unit that 
could provide a buffer against community rejection, the children felt 
isolated and unwelcome, which sometimes drove them back to armed 
groups or to a life on the streets (Betancourt et al., 2010).

The case of Sierra Leone demonstrates that a successful 
reintegration program cannot treat a child in isolation. By neglecting 
the family unit, the program unintentionally created an environment 
of discord and instability (Zack-Williams, 2001). This often led to the 
failure of the reintegration process, with some children being 
re-recruited by armed groups or struggling with long-term mental 
health issues and social isolation.

Institutional care during conflict

Supporting orphanages in conflict zones presents a significant 
dilemma for humanitarian organizations. This is particularly salient 
given the increasing evidence that favors family-based care as the 
optimal environment for children’s growth and development (St. 
Petersburg-USA Orphanage Research Team, 2009). Prioritizing 
institutional care can contradict the fundamental ethical principles of 
humanitarian action, such as “do no harm” and acting in the “best 
interests of the child” (UNICEF, 2021). Furthermore, international 
experience has shown that crisis response and the influx of 
international aid can have negative impacts on underfunded social 
service systems, potentially perpetuating a reliance on institutional 
models rather than fostering more sustainable, family-centered 
approaches (ReliefWeb, 2025).

Armed conflict destroys local economies, pushing families to 
make difficult decisions regarding the care of their children (Hope and 
Home for Children, n.d.). Loss of livelihoods, displacement, and the 
absence of social safety nets, can become a primary driver for placing 
children in orphanages (Feinstein International Center, 2017). In 
situations where families are struggling to access basic necessities such 
as food, shelter, healthcare, and education, orphanages might 
be  perceived as the only viable option to ensure their children’s 
survival and well-being (Ressler, 1988; Better Care Network, 2018).

When families face direct threats from violence or bombardments, 
orphanages can be viewed as places of refuge that can provide a more 
secure environment for children compared to the dangers they face 
within their communities or while fleeing. However, this perception 
can be misleading. Research consistently shows that institutional care 
itself poses significant risks to children’s physical, emotional, and 
social well-being (Habbach, 2020). Moreover, orphanages in conflict 
zones are not immune to the dangers of war and can be susceptible to 
abusive conditions, exploitation, and even trafficking (van Dore and 
Nhep, 2021). Relying on orphanages as a primary safety measure can 
inadvertently expose children to other forms of harm and lead to 
separation from families who might be  able to provide better 
protection with adequate support (Human Rights Watch, 2020).

In emergency situations, local and international actors often 
establish temporary shelters or registration points where separated 
children are brought for immediate care and safety. However, if 
these initial safety measures are not rapidly followed by robust 
efforts to trace and reunite children with their families, these 
temporary arrangements can inadvertently evolve into longer-
term institutional placements (Physicians for Human 
Rights, 2020).

The humanitarian response in the aftermath of the 1994 Rwandan 
genocide is illuminating. In the immediate aftermath of the genocide, 
the international community and NGOs rushed to establish 
orphanages and “Children’s Centers” to provide care for the tens of 
thousands of children who had been separated from their families. 
While the intent was to provide a safe haven, the institutional model 
of care created serious problems (Human Rights Watch, 2003).

	•	 Disincentive for family reunification: Orphanages, often well-
funded by foreign donors, provided a level of food, shelter, and 
medical care that was often superior to what struggling Rwandan 
families could offer. This created a perverse incentive. In some 
cases, families who had initially taken in a separated child 
spontaneously—as per the traditional Rwandan practice of 
“spontaneous fostering”—were later unable to cope with the 
economic burden. They would then turn the child over to a well-
resourced orphanage, believing it was a better solution for the 
child’s well-being. This effectively pulled children out of families 
and into institutional care (Waddington, 2020).

	•	 Stigma and psychological harm: Children in institutions often 
experienced a sense of being “separate” from society. They were 
segregated from their communities and struggled to develop the 
social and relational skills needed for a normal life. This led to 
difficulties in reintegrating with families later, as the children had 
become institutionalized and often felt a disconnect from their 
cultural roots and family ties. Some children were reluctant to 
leave the “nicer” environment of the orphanages, further 
complicating reunification efforts (SOS Children’s Villages, 2025).

	•	 Perpetuation of institutions: The availability of funding for 
orphanages led to a proliferation of these institutions, even as the 
government and aid agencies began to recognize that family-
based care was the ideal and most sustainable solution. The sheer 
number of children in institutional care became a self-
perpetuating problem, as agencies had to maintain these facilities 
and often delayed family reunification due to a fear that funding 
would cease once the number of “orphans” decreased.

	•	 Long-term consequences and costs: Child-family separations 
continued for several years. By 1999, it was estimated that 
approximately 375,000 children had been orphaned or separated 
from their families. The Government of Rwanda became 
increasing concerned about the proliferation of orphanages as the 
cost of caring for a child in an orphanage was believed to be 7–10 
times higher than providing support to a family to care for a 
child, due to overhead costs, including infrastructure, salaries for 
staff, and centralized food and medical supplies (Waddington, 
2020). In contrast, family-based care models, such as foster care 
or support for extended families, require far less capital and are 
more sustainable. The Rwandan government realized the 
situation was not sustainable and directed international 
community to reorient their funding and programming to 
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provide basic support like food aid, school fees, and medical 
assistance directly to the family (see Table 3).

Evacuations

The process of evacuating children from active conflict zones, 
while ostensibly a measure of protection to prevent physical harm, was 
identified in the scoping review as a critical issue in need of further 
analysis due to its frequently detrimental, unintended consequences. 
This section, explores this complex and often controversial practice. 
Historically, evacuations have been employed as an immediate life-
saving tactic; however, a closer examination reveals that, more often 
than not, these efforts—particularly when children are moved without 
their parents or guardians—have inadvertently undermined family 
unity and resulted in lasting harm to the children and their families. 
To illustrate this challenge, this section provides a case illustration 
highlighting these unintended consequences and, drawing upon the 
evidence gathered in the scoping review, concludes by offering 
targeted guidance for designing evacuation processes that better 
adhere to and protect the principle of family unity.

Evacuations in conflict zones can take various forms, each carrying 
its own risks of family separation. These include military evacuations, 
often prioritized for strategic reasons; humanitarian evacuations, 
organized by aid organizations as a measure of last resort; and self-
evacuations, where civilians flee independently seeking safety 
(ReliefWeb, 2025). Regardless of the initiator, the rapid movement of 
large populations in insecure and often hostile environments inherently 
increases the likelihood of families becoming separated. Logistical 

challenges, communication breakdowns, and the sheer scale of 
displacement can all contribute to family fragmentation. Furthermore, 
the different priorities and operational procedures of military and 
humanitarian actors might not always align with the primary need to 
keep families together. These threats and challenges underscore the 
importance of prioritizing the prevention of family separation as a 
central objective of all evacuation efforts (Abdul Waajid and Shrivastava, 
2017) This need is further evidenced by the historical reality that many 
evacuated children were never returned to their biological families 
(Sharp, n.d.; Physicians for Human Rights, 2020; Ressler, 1988).

The Nigerian Civil War (1967–1970) serves as a poignant example 
of how the evacuation of children can lead to permanent family 
separation, with many children never being reunited with their 
families. During the war, the Nigerian government imposed a severe 
blockade on the secessionist state of Biafra. This led to widespread 
famine, and images of starving, skeletal Biafran children were 
broadcast worldwide, leading to a massive international humanitarian 
response (Ibhawph, 2020). Relief agencies undertook a large-scale 
airlift to bring in food and medicine. As part of this effort, they also 
evacuated thousands of severely malnourished children, primarily to 
neighboring African countries like Gabon and Côte d’Ivoire, for 
medical treatment and rehabilitation. While the evacuation was 
undertaken with humanitarian intentions, a significant number of 
these children were never returned to their families for several reasons.

Politics: the evacuation and repatriation process were deeply 
entangled in the politics of the war. Gabon and Côte d’Ivoire had 
recognized Biafra, putting them at odds with the Nigerian federal 
government. The Nigerian government insisted the children were 
“temporary evacuees” and not “refugees,” and the host countries were 

TABLE 3  The role of orphanages in separation: comparison of institutional care and family-based care for children in conflict zones.

Criteria Institutional care Family-based care Relevant references

Emotional well-being Higher risk of emotional detachment, difficulties 

forming secure attachments

Promotes secure attachment and 

emotional stability

Burlingham and Freud (1944)

St. Petersburg-USA Orphanage Research 

Team (2009)

Ressler (1988)

Social development Delayed social skills, challenges in forming healthy 

relationships

Fosters healthy social skills and 

positive peer interactions

Human Rights Watch (2020)

St. Petersburg-USA Orphanage Research 

Team (2009)

Better Care Network (2018)

Risk of abuse & neglect Increased vulnerability to physical, emotional, and 

sexual abuse and neglect

Generally lower risk of abuse and 

neglect in well-supported systems

UNICEF (2021)

Habbach (2020)

long-term outcomes Child: Potential for long-term psychological and 

emotional issues, developmental delays

Systems: Perpetuation of an institutional care model 

beyond the duration of a conflict

Child: Better long-term psychosocial 

outcomes, improved educational 

attainment

Systems: support for alternative 

family care long-term model.

St. Petersburg-USA Orphanage Research 

Team (2009)

Better Care Network (2018)

Ressler (1988)

Family contact Often limited or no family contact, weakening of family 

ties

Maintains crucial family ties and 

cultural connections

Ressler (1988)

Habbach (2020)

Impact on identity Challenges in forming a strong sense of identity and 

belonging

Supports the development of a 

strong sense of identity and cultural 

heritage

Ressler (1988)

Habbach (2020)

Better Care Network (2018)

Cost-effectiveness Can be more expensive to maintain in the long term Often more cost-effective and 

sustainable, especially when 

community resources are leveraged

Waddington (2020)

Ressler (1988)
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often reluctant to cooperate with international agencies for their 
return. The process was fraught with mistrust and conflicting interests.

	•	 Loss of identity documentation: In the chaos of the war, accurate 
records of the children’s identities and their families were often 
not maintained. This made it incredibly difficult, if not 
impossible, to match a child to their family after the war.

	•	 Death and adoption: While many children were successfully 
returned, a number of the most malnourished children died in 
the camps. Others were adopted by local families in their host 
countries. In some cases, Biafran mothers made the difficult 
decision to give up their children, and for some, this separation 
was final.

	•	 Child’s sense of time: The long separation, coupled with the 
children’s young age and their integration into their new 
environments, meant that by the time a return was possible, 
many children had lost their memory of their birth families and 
their culture and formed close relationships with their 
“psychosocial families (see Table 4).”

Discussion: the enduring gap between 
legal obligation and practical 
protection

This scoping review set out to analyze the factors contributing 
to the enduring failure to effectively prevent family separation in 
armed conflicts, despite a comprehensive international legal and 
policy framework. The core finding is that the challenge is not one 
of absent law, but one of structural, political, and operational failure 
to consistently apply existing obligations on the ground. The 
disconnect between the ideal of family protection and the reality of 
persistent mass separation can be  traced to three critical, 
interconnected mechanisms.

The politicization of protection: the barrier 
of state sovereignty

The most significant structural impediment to preventing 
separation is the invocation of State Sovereignty. While International 
Humanitarian Law (IHL) and the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) mandate the protection of the family unit, states can and 
do use sovereignty as a pretext to limit or block these efforts. This 
mechanism manifests in two critical ways:

	•	 Paralyzing intervention: The principle of non-interference can 
paralyze international political bodies, as seen in the Syrian conflict, 
where the veto power, based on the principle of sovereignty, acted 
as an insurmountable barrier to intervention and protection of the 
civilian population. This failure allowed indiscriminate conflict 
tactics to lead to the separation of countless children.

	•	 Obstructing reunification: In non-conflict receiving states, 
sovereignty is used to erect administrative and legal walls against 
reunification. Practices like imposing restrictive definitions of 
“family,” requiring the impossible burden of proof 
(documentation lost during displacement), and implementing 
lengthy processing times effectively sabotage the right to family 
life guaranteed under international conventions. This selective 
application of international law, as exemplified by migration 
policies in Europe and the US border policies, demonstrates a 
critical lack of political will to adhere to obligations when they 
clash with national migration controls.

The paradox of aid: unintended 
consequences of intervention

Even well-intentioned humanitarian responses can inadvertently 
contribute to separation or undermine reunification efforts if not 

TABLE 4  Evacuations and family fragmentation: preventing family separation during humanitarian evacuations.

Stage of evacuation Recommended actions for humanitarian organizations Relevant references

Pre-evacuation planning Conduct thorough family tracing risk assessments for the affected population. 

Establish clear and multiple communication channels with families using various 

accessible methods. Prioritize the evacuation of entire families together whenever 

logistically possible. Implement a robust and rapid registration system that carefully 

captures family links and relationships

UNHCR (2020)

International Committee of the Red Cross (2004)

International Committee of the Red Cross (n.d.1, 

n.d.5, n.d.6)

UNHCR and UNICEF (1992)

During evacuation Designate family-friendly waiting areas at transit points where families can stay 

together. Provide clear signage and guidance in multiple languages. Ensure trained 

personnel are available to assist families and prevent separation. Prioritize the needs 

of vulnerable family members, such as children, the elderly, and persons with 

disabilities. Maintain open communication with families throughout the evacuation 

process

International Committee of the Red Cross (2004)

UNHCR (n.d.)

UNHCR (2020)

UNHCR and UNICEF (1992)

Post-evacuation Establish clear procedures for reporting and addressing cases of separation. Prioritize 

family reunification as the primary goal in the immediate aftermath of evacuation, 

even if temporary accommodation is required. Provide safe and accessible spaces for 

separated children. Ensure immediate access to psychosocial support for distressed 

families and separated children. Continue family tracing efforts until all possible 

reunifications are achieved

International Committee of the Red Cross (n.d.1, 

n.d.2, n.d.3)

UNHCR (2020)

Better Care Network (2018)

UNICEF (2024)
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designed holistically. This review identified three major 
operational pitfalls:

	•	 The perpetuation of institutional care: The immediate, crisis-
driven prioritization of institutional care, such as orphanages, can 
contradict the fundamental ethical principles of humanitarian 
action, namely “do no harm” and acting in the “best interests of 
the child.” In places like post-genocide Rwanda, well-funded 
institutions created a perverse incentive, pulling children out of 
struggling family or spontaneous foster care arrangements and 
into long-term institutionalized environments that delayed or 
complicated reunification efforts.

	•	 Individual-focused programming: Humanitarian aid that is too 
narrowly focused on the individual separated child (e.g., 
providing financial aid or training only to the former child 
soldier) can create resentment and discord within the family unit. 
As shown in Sierra Leone, this disparity can hinder successful 
reintegration, sometimes driving children back to armed groups 
or isolation, proving that a program cannot effectively treat a 
child in isolation from their social context.

	•	 Evacuations as separation: The practice of evacuating children, 
while sometimes necessary for immediate life-saving purposes, 
has a frequent, detrimental unintended consequence: permanent 
family separation. When children are moved without their 
parents or guardians, the rapid, chaotic movement, logistical 
challenges, and historical difficulties in tracing and returning 
children often result in the undermining of family unity, which 
underscores the necessity of prioritizing family unity as the 
central objective of all evacuation efforts.

Conclusion and recommendations

The separation of children from their families in armed conflict 
remains a persistent tragedy, sustained not by a void of law, but by a 
failure of will. The current focus on Family Tracing and Reunification 
(FTR), while essential, is an insufficient strategy that overwhelmingly 
addresses the symptoms rather than the root cause. This review 
concludes that the enduring crisis can only be  mitigated by a 
fundamental shift toward prevention and political accountability.

Based on the synthesis of legal, political, and operational failures, 
this review offers the following recommendations for a more effective 
and coherent strategy:

	•	 Strengthen accountability against state sovereignty: International 
bodies, including the UN Security Council, must develop 
mechanisms to impose sanctions or diplomatic consequences on 
states—both conflict actors and receiving states—that invoke 
sovereignty to deliberately obstruct IHL/CRC obligations 
regarding family protection, forced transfers, or 
family reunification.

	•	 Mandate family-based care in all emergency protocols: 
International donors and humanitarian agencies must make it a 
condition of funding that responses prioritize and financially 
support family-based care models (kinship care, spontaneous 
fostering, community-based care) over institutional models, 
except as an absolute last resort and for the shortest duration 

possible. Funding must be flexible to support the economic needs 
of struggling biological or extended families acting as caregivers.

	•	 Integrate prevention into humanitarian programming: All major 
aid programs must adopt a holistic, family-centric approach that 
addresses the needs of the entire family or caregiving unit, not 
just the separated child. This includes providing aid, counseling, 
and reintegration support to parents and community members 
to buffer against stigma and prevent the secondary separation 
that occurs due to economic strain or social rejection.

	•	 Digitize and secure identity documentation: The international 
community should invest in technologies and standardized, 
secure, and easily verifiable digital civil registration systems (such 
as blockchain-based identity solutions) that are resilient to the 
chaos of mass displacement and destruction. This ensures that 
lost physical documents are not a permanent barrier to 
establishing identity and family lineage, which is critical for FTR.
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