
An exploration of former refugees’ experiences of 

the Triple P Discussion Groups: A multi-informant 

approach

Areej Arif
Thesis in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in Psychology 
Supervised by Dr. Clifford van Ommen
Massey University, NEW ZEALAND



Introduction

 Triple P research focusing exclusively on its usefulness with refugees is 
limited; more research in this area is needed (Koncar & Filus, 2014). 

 Previous literature examining general refugee parenting experiences 
exists (Deng & Marlowe, 2013; El-Khani, Ulph, Peters, & Calam, 2016; 
Grant & Guerin, 2014; Kimondo, 2013; Lewig, Arney, & Salveron, 2010; 
Pham, 2016; Thabet, Ibraheem, Shivram, Winter, & Vostanis, 2009).

 Parenting, alongside all the other difficulties they face, is a challenge 
for refugees. Collaborative parenting support has been highlighted as 
valuable.
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Aims of parent study

To explore the impact of Triple P Discussion 
Groups in helping refugee parents deal 

with parenting challenges

To explore whether adaptations are 
needed



Aim of child study

To explore how the children make sense 
of parenting situations and examine their 
exposure to positive parenting strategies



Method – Recruitment

 Recruited through purposive sampling – criteria: Refugee 

background, at least one child between the ages of 7 and 12, and 

completed the Triple P Discussion group series in 2017.

Community facilitators informed parents about the research, and 

mediated contact between the parents and researcher.

 First 7 eligible participants to express interest were recruited.



Participant demographics

Married and 
currently living 
with husband 5

Separated after 
arrival to NZ and 

living alone   
with children 2

Time in New ZealandLiving situation Region of origin

Africa 2
South East 

Asia (Sri 
Lanka and 

Burma)
4

Middle 
East 1

2 years 
and under 1
2 – 5 years 3

Over 5 
years 3

Age range of 
children 

between all 
participants

6 weeks – 21 
years old

14 children 
between 

ages 2 and 
12

Number 
of 

children

Between
1 – 4 

children

Occupation
All currently 

stay at home 
mothers



Method - design

Parent study
 1 face-to-face semi-structured 

interview after completing the 
Triple P discussion group series.

Questions relating to:
Pre- and post Triple P 

parenting strategies
Pre- and post Triple P 

confidence in parenting
Parenting challenges and 

rewards
Parenting context

Child study

 Directly following the interview 
with the parents.

 Presented with 4 vignettes, 
each relating to one of the 4 
Triple P Discussion Groups.

 Asked questions related to 
those vignettes



Method - Analysis

Parent study 

Thematic analysis 
according to Braun and 
Clarke (2006)

Child study

Vignette analysis



Preliminary findings – parent study thematic map

Specific 
parenting 
struggles 

Creating a 
balance 
between 

cultures/lifestyles

Language 
barriers 

between 
parents and 

children

Parental 
anger

Parental 
depression 

and 
separation

Triple P is 
useful

Triple P 
changes 
parenting 
attitudes 

and 
behaviours

The 
group 
format 

as 
useful

Triple P 
changes 
children's 

behaviours

Parents 
adapt 

strategies to 
suit their 

own 
lives/family

Triple P 
helps build 
confidence 
in parenting

Influences on 
parenting

Upbringing 
of parents

Breaking the 
unhelpful 

cycle

Helpful 
influences

Support 
systems

Parenting 
differences 

Between 
parents 

and other 
involved 

family

Surrounding 
environment

May create 
obstacles to 

implementation 

Strengths

Care for children's 
future and willingness 

to change

Identifying positives in 
children and parenting



“Yes. Like from how angry I am, 
there are things that they want to 
tell me, but they get scared to 
because I might get angry at it, so 
they try to avoid me. Sometimes 
they ask me “are you relaxed?” so 
that they can see if I’m not angry 
and they can ask me what they 
want. It has reached that extent, 
yes. So, it would be good to know 
some way to calm my anger” – P06 “You know, from the blood it 

comes, sometimes we can’t 
change it, the angriness” – P05

“I want to change. I want to learn. Why 
am I shouting, why am I angry. Because 
sometimes if I hit them, my inside is 
hurting. All the time, when I breathe, my 
heart is hurting, even I go to the 
hospital, they check me and all is good 
you know. But inside it’s hurting me, 
because always I’m shouting, always 
I’m angry” – P01

Parental anger extracts



“My parents had strict parenting… but for my children 
nowadays, I can’t do that. Me and my husband are 
both letting them have independence, but at the 
same time like uh… control.

Interviewer: So why did you decide to change that 
method, why did you not just use what your parents 
used to do?

Because I realized that if I talked during that time 
[childhood], I would have learned more, and would 
have had more independence, and got more 
confidence, because I’m now struggling to talk to 
people because we were quiet… because that 
parenting affected me, but I don’t want them [children] 
to be the same as me” – P07

Breaking the unhelpful cycle

“Sometimes when I get angry I see 
my mum inside myself! I say no I 
need to control myself… Dad 
never touched me, but mum [did]! 
I think I learned from my mum this, 
that’s why I think I shouldn’t be like 
this, you know, from generation to 
generation, some bad things keep 
going” – P05



“… As a mother, I have changed a lot. In 
[Country in South East Asia], my other 
children say “we didn’t grow like this, you 
know, freedom and everything. You are 
giving too much freedom for [name of 
youngest daughter]”. Back then, I was too 
young, you know. I got angry for everything. 
You know I had a routine, when the routine 
changes, everything will change. I have to 
do again, you know, it’s very difficult for 
me… I think in this country, I’m afraid. If I am 
tight on them, they will go far from me” – P05

Creating a balance

“Interviewer: So did you get tips from the 
other mums about how to deal with the 
cultural gap?
R: ALL the parents have the same problem! 
A: Do they have any solutions?
R: (Laughs) No, no solutions, but all the 
mums have the same problem. Here, we 
have to change a little, we can’t be “no I’m 
always correct”. We have to try balance” –
P05



Triple P changes parenting attitudes and behaviours

“Normally we don’t have a time to sleep. So 
after that, I realized, no we have to put them 
in a proper routine. Like okay, this is the time 
to sleep. So they need to know that they 
have to go to bed. So that thing, made it 
easy to also take time for myself. That’s why 
it’s good” – P07

“The programme is good, you know, it’s 
helping us from before… we think that by 
hitting, they know everything, but now just by 
giving advice and encouraging them, they 
will know” – P01

“Praising yes, sometimes I forget to praise her. 
But in the programme, every session, the four 
sessions, they say if they behave well, we have 
to appreciate them like “you behaved very 
well today”. I learnt that from the programme 
only, because most of the time, we don’t do 
that. We think it’s just a small thing. We think if 
she didn’t behave well, what will happen 
[rather than if she did behave well]” – P05 “I didn’t know how to teach the kids or 

anything. Before the programme, I busy with 
my mobile, they busy with their tablet 
watching cartoons, and my husband with 
his mobile busy. So after this programme, I 
have ideas you know. Like I can’t let these 
things happen anymore” – P04



“Before I thought oh I’m the only one like that, 
because here we are like lonely, we can’t talk 
about everything, some things we can’t talk to 
others about. So in that programme, other mums 
are talking about their problems, so I’m talking 
too. So, I think oh it’s happening to everyone, it’s 
a natural thing, I realized” – P07

Group format as useful

“The group was great. Because I 
don’t stay with only my way of 
thought, I can see how others 
think and how they deal with 
things, and I can try their ways, if 
it works for me, then that’s great. 
Like I said before, what [name of 
other parent participant] said to 
me kept ringing in my head, that 
maybe my son sees how I treat 
my daughters and how close I 
am to them, and that affects his 
behaviour” – P06

“When parents get together, they talk more. We 
discuss more. Everyone gives ideas, not only for 
that particular subject, but even other subjects 
that they ask about. My child is like this, what 
would you do, please help me” – P05



Child Study Vignettes and Questions

Maria goes to the supermarket 
with her mum. She sees a lollipop 
and takes it. Her mother tells her 

to put it back, but Maria yells 
“NO!” and starts crying loudly.

Tom is playing with his toy at 
home. His cousin Ben comes to 
his house and wants to play with 

him. Tom’s mum tells Tom to 
share his toy with Ben. Tom listens 

to his mum and shares his toy.

Lucy and her sister Jane are 
watching T.V. Jane wants to 

change the channel, but Lucy 
doesn’t. Their mum tells them to 
leave the channel for 5 minutes 

then Jane can change it. Jane is 
not happy and smacks Lucy on 

her head with the remote.

John is playing in the garden. It is 
6.30 pm and his mum likes him to 
go to bed at 7pm. She tells him to 

get ready for bedtime. John 
comes inside, has his dinner, 

brushes his teeth, and gets into 
bed. His mum comes into his 
room to tell him goodnight.

1.What else do you 
think his/her mother 
should say to him/her?

2.What do you think of 
X’s behaviour? Why?

3.Have you been in a 
similar situation?

4.What did you like 
about your parent’s 
response?



Implications and suggestions for future research

• Adaptation of Triple P DG to cover parenting challenges specific to refugees

• Implications for services working with refugees

• Research on usefulness of Triple P DGs with behavioural changes of older 

children arriving to resettlement countries.

• Replication of the study with fathers

• Replication of the study for Teen Triple P DGs

• Quantitative research on the presented themes



Conclusion
DOES IT 
HELP?

YES

WOULD ADDITIONAL 
TOPICS BETTER 

SUPPORT REFUGEE 
PARENTING NEEDS?

YES



A culturally-adapted community-based framework for the 

delivery of Triple P Discussion Groups: an Eritrean case study

2015: ten people trained, not one delivering…why not?

Lack of confidence

Hierarchy of needs

Challenge of transport, venue, timing, childcare, interpreters

Managers’ support (the clinical/community divide)



Why Triple P Discussion Groups for refugee 
background families?

 Evidence 

 Brief intervention for busy families

Group format

 Social capital

 Normalising

 Engaging resources

 Funded as part of NZ Ministry of Health trial



Discussion Group Delivery in 2017: 

 17 DG series to diverse communities –

 Afghan, Tamil, Rohingya, Assyrian/Chaldean, Eritrean,

Arabic-speaking, Burmese, several mixed linguistic groups 

 500+ attendances

 Very high satisfaction scores

 Increase in parenting confidence and willingness to use the strategies of Triple P 

 7 parenting practitioners (inc Afghan, Iraqi, Eritrean, Rohingya, Tamil)



What made this possible?

Creation of the Family Service 

 Learning from the pilot with Afghan women

 Te Tiriti o Waitangi: Partnership, Protection and Participation

 The principles of community development

 Theories of cultural adaptation/cultural humility

 Building self-regulation into every aspect of our model 

 An eye on sustainability









One mother’s comments

“I see you – I see you right in front of me. 

Now I understand – I don’t have to feel pain. 

You are teaching us to do parenting – in between the lines you are teaching us to 

be patient.

When I see you, that patience comes to me like medicine. Really, it is health.

I was pouring a lot of pain, now I am contained.

This has to go to other mothers who are hurting like I was. 

Frankly, this is medicine for mothers.”
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