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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report outlines a comprehensive framework of best practices in the
reintegration of foreign terrorist fighter spouses and children (i.e., “the FTF
family”). It collates and synthesizes a suite of interlocking principles to guide
reintegration policy and implementation, covering practical challenges

and programmatic objectives, the organizational structure and process

of reintegration management in the U.S. context, the role of strategic
communications and trauma-informed care, and the use of specialized

risk assessment tools. Drawing on original work conducted in previous
investigative streams, this report combines scholarly analyses from both
theory and practice, interviews with practitioners and stakeholders, case
study investigations, and the authors’ collective experiences in the field. Four
key findings are central to this report.

First, overarching policy and programmatic planning must take into account
a suite of core objectives that are central to the reintegration of FTF families.
Four main categories of objectives emerge within which are a range of policy
and programmatic goals: align domestic policy and programmatic responses
with the scope and nature of the returnee problem, develop a strategically
guided approach to reintegration, integrate existing legal bases and systems
of reintegration, and consider how FTF management may be instrumentalized
towards broader policy objectives. These core objectives provide a compass
for guiding how policymakers and practitioners navigate through the complex
and interrelated challenges associated with reintegration work. Moreover,

in order to achieve the goals and objectives outlined above, this report has
identified a set of best practices relating to the formal structures and roles
and responsibilities assigned to the reintegration mission community in the
u.s.

Second, we argue that the coordination and efficacy of reintegration activities
can be improved with a greater focus on the role of strategic communications
at the overarching planning and management level. It is broadly recognized
that reintegration efforts should not be stovepiped. Less acknowledged is

the role that a robust and integrated approach to strategic communications
can play in helping to improve the sequencing and synchronicity of standard
programming activities. This coordination issue also extends to how the

age, gender and psychosocial needs of FTF returnees and their families are
addressed.

Third, we highlight the need for better incorporation of gender, age, and
trauma-informed considerations at the program and case levels. The synthesis
of trauma-informed approaches during the repatriation and reintegration
process is vital and case managers must be appropriately equipped to
develop tailored plans that harness gender, age, and familial factors too.
Together, the coherent integration of compatible reintegration efforts and
supporting activities will enable a more strategically focused approach.

Finally, this report presents the broad parameters of a risk assessment

tool for assessing FTF returnees and their families based on the project’s
multidisciplinary and multisectoral findings. The framework is underpinned
by a rigorous methodology and an evidence-based theory of change.
However, it also seeks to be accessible and adaptable to ensure usability.
The development and further refinement of this risk assessment instrument
presents a promising avenue for future applied research.
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INTRODUCTION

An estimated 53,000 individual men, women, and minors, from 80 countries (excluding Syria and Iraq)
traveled from around the world to support Islamic State (IS) activities between 2013 and 2019, including
hundreds of individuals from the United States.! While many of these individuals traveled to the conflict zone
with their families, others formed families in-theater. As IS’s self-declared caliphate collapsed, many were
captured and held by Kurdish forces, with men primarily placed in prisons, while women and minors were
often held in detention camps.? In Syria, as of December 2022, an estimated 10,000 male foreign terrorist
fighters (FTF) remain held including 2,000 men and boys from 60 countries outside Syria and Iraq.® In addition,
many detainee camps hold FTF-affiliated family members, including the al-Hol camp, the largest in northeast
Syria, which holds approximately 56,000 displaced persons including about 28,000 Iraqi nationals, 18,000
Syrians, and 10,000 individuals from approximately 60 other countries.*

Across the past two presidential administrations, the United States has adopted and advocated for a policy
of repatriation for FTFs and their family members, where the individuals detained in northeast Syria are to be
returned to their countries of origin. According to a recent estimate by Save the Children, 517 women and
minors were repatriated from the al-Hol and Roj camps in Syria by 12 different countries in 2022, which the
NGO argues represents a 60 percent increase in repatriations compared to 2021 and an 84 percent increase
from 2020.° As of January 2023, the U.S. State Department had formally repatriated 39 persons back to the
United States.® However, more individuals returned through less formal channels.” For children and those
adults not convicted in the criminal justice system, the work of their social reintegration - i.e., the processes
that aim to foster a sense of inclusiveness and belonging in the community and reduce the risk of offense,
(re)engagement with, or recidivism into violent extremism - is underway.

In July 2021, the Department of Homeland Security Science and Technology Directorate (DHS S&T) funded a
two-year effort by our research team - comprising the National Counterterrorism Innovation, Technology, and
Education Center and the Program on Extremism at George Washington University - to pursue the following
aims:

1. Comprehensively evaluate the existing knowledge and practice of the reintegration
of spouses and children associated with foreign terrorist fighters

2. Promote evidence-based models, i.e., best practices, for the reintegration
of returning FTF-affiliated spouses and children.

In support of this work, we present the following framework to serve as a decision support tool for policy
makers and practitioners working to reintegrate returning FTF families into the United States.

The purpose of this report is to collate and synthesize a suite of interlocking principles to guide reintegration
policy and practice of the FTF family. This includes covering practical challenges and programmatic objectives,
the application to the U.S. case, the vital role of strategic communications and trauma-informed care, and the
need for specific risk assessment tools. Throughout all these interlocking principles, this framework highlights
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the prerequisite of evaluation mechanisms. This report represents the culmination of over 18 months of
research, field work, and interviews with practitioners conducted by the project team. The overarching
framework that emerges from this report is the result of integrating multiple frameworks developed from
distinct but interconnected lines of effort spanning repatriation and reintegration policy analysis, strategic
communications, trauma-informed care, multisectoral and multidisciplinary threat assessments, and
evaluation approaches. This report thus serves as both a reference document as well as the foundation for
training programs that will be delivered to DHS and U.S. government officials and their partner organizations.

Each of the report’s five parts features the broad parameters of the training materials that will be rolled out in
mid-2023.

The report is structured into five parts. It begins by outlining the practical challenges that face policymakers
and multisector PCVE practitioners before outlining the key programmatic objectives of reintegration
activities (Part I). Part Il presents a set of guiding principles to inform the establishment of the organizational
structures and processes needed to translate reintegration policy into practice in the United States. The

latter half of this report then outlines program-level best practices. Part Ill maps the vital need and core
principles of an integrated and comprehensive approach to strategic communications in FTF and FTF-family
management. Part IV is devoted to reviewing best practices in trauma-informed care and presenting a suite
of guiding principles. Finally, drawing on a mix of research and interviews with policymakers and practitioners
conducted throughout this project, Part V begins with a multisectoral and multidisciplinary overview of the
fields of research and practice before outlining the broad parameters of a threat assessment framework for
reintegration practitioners. A range of evaluation mechanisms for assessing reintegration program design
and implementation are presented throughout the report to highlight the importance of gauging not only the
reach and impact of measures but the need for comprehensiveness and sustainability. The report concludes by
looking to the future and identifying promising avenues for building upon these foundational insights.
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PART I: PRACTICAL CHALLENGES & PROGRAMMATIC OBJECTIVES

With regard to the reintegration of FTF-affiliated families, sustainable and actionable best practices will
comprise a balance of proactive threat prevention, holistic psychological support, and resourced social
services. In the case of returning FTF spouses and children, families are the baseline unit of analysis. Rather
than persons assessed and returned on an individual basis, family members’ prospects are mutually
codependent. There is an inherent tension between the security and humanitarian concerns motivating

the mass repatriation of detained FTF families and the security and humanitarian considerations that may
complicate their reintegration and rehabilitation.

While navigating these complexities, policymakers and practitioners should align the logic of reintegration
programming and principles of implementation with a robust understanding of the foundations of the foreign
traveler phenomenon and existing knowledge gaps. Though a significant amount of research has been
conducted over the past decade on the “foreign fighter problem” - much of which is excellent - a systematic
review of the literature reveals three main knowledge gaps and blind spots that may undermine efforts to
productively engage the FTF family and facilitate their successful repatriation and reintegration.

The first knowledge gap relates to the interconnectivity of family members affiliated with the Islamic
State. Research of the repatriation process has often focused on the adult males, but this leaves blind spots

in our understanding of women and children’s unique experiences in-theater, in detention, and upon return.
Studies that do focus on FTF spouses or children also tend to ignore the combatant. A 2019 report estimated
that women and minors made up 36 to 42 percent of those who traveled to join the Islamic State from western
Europe, and 46 to 54 percent of travelers from eastern Europe. Similarly, an estimated 27 to 39 percent of
U.S. travelers were women and minors.? It is vital to understand how the experiences of each family member
inform those of the others, while also recognizing the distinct patterns of experiences associated with family
roles. For instance, a parent’s decision to travel with minor children is different from a minor who traveled on
their own or as part of a group of peers. The repatriation and reintegration of the FTF family will require both
an individual-specific and collective framework, with special attention to gender and age-based considerations.

The second knowledge gap relates to the distinct pathways by which FTF family members may

return. While government policy and academic research often highlight the formal repatriation process,
many individuals left the conflict zone before the collapse of the caliphate of their own accord. As of January
2023, the U.S. has formally repatriated 39 persons - 15 adults and 24 minors - from Iraq and Syria.’
However, by some estimates, over a dozen U.S. persons have returned from Syria and Iraq on their own,
through independent channels.™ Focusing solely on formal repatriation can lead to blind spots and an under
appreciation of the actual scope of the issue at hand, especially considering the mixed set of motivations that
may compel a person or family to return. Finally, there is a need to address the gender and age-related biases
that may either hinder or facilitate the returnee process in the first place.

The third knowledge gap inhibiting effective reintegration relates to physical and psychological
consequences of long-term detention. Prior to return, many travelers spend months and years in local
detention facilities. Physical security, social services, and access to food and water in these facilities is often
extremely poor. In 2021, 226 people reportedly died in the al-Hol detention camp, 85 due to criminal related
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activities." In 2022, an estimated 42 individuals were killed.”” In addition to the ongoing humanitarian
crises and instability in many camps and prisons, several age and gender biases complicate this problem
further. This includes the breaking up of family units, abuse of children, minors held alongside adults in
prison facilities, minors with children of their own, and minors coming of legal age while remaining facing
an uncertain future in detention. These dynamics can create new, compounding obstacles to successful
reintegration and rehabilitation.

Research efforts, in support of FTF and FTF family reintegration efforts, should investigate and provide
actionable recommendations on these important topics. Aware of these gaps, we build from the broad
foundation of extant knowledge on the foreign terrorist fighter problem and our own research in the field to
identify corresponding programmatic challenges related to the foreign travelers who departed, stayed, and/or
returned not just as individuals, but often as part of a family unit.™

Practical challenges in FTF family reintegration

A systematic review of the literature and our original research indicates six key persistent programmatic
challenges faced by governments engaged in the work of reintegrating FTF families. Each is highly relevant to
the U.S. case. The complications to programming related to the reintegration of FTFs and their families tend
to be rooted in the persistent knowledge gaps identified above, the diverse range of experiences of family
members across the FTF lifecycle, and divided domestic political will. Below, we present the following nested
programmatic challenges, starting with macro global contextual factors and winnowing down to more meso-
and micro-level considerations. Best practices in the return and reintegration of FTF families will directly
address these challenges.

Practical challenge 1
An evolving global threat environment

Since the territorial collapse of the Islamic State, the FTF phenomenon has continued to evolve - as has the
broader global threat environment. The international community is grappling with the COVID-19 pandemic,
the war in Ukraine, the rapid growth of transnational extremism in Africa and other regions, and escalating
great power competition. It is important to evaluate FTF family management policy - i.e., their repatriation
and reintegration - within this dynamic, saturated security context. In some cases, a state’s posture on these
issues will be shaped by the suite of issues challenging its national and homeland security, and the political
and material resources it can bring to bear on the day.

Practical challenge 2
Domestic policy cascades and complexities

At home, FTF family management has both direct and second-order implications for a variety of domestic
policy areas including counterterrorism, homeland security, preventing violent extremism, as well as
immigration, criminal justice, social welfare, and public health. Identified best practices in the reintegration of
FTF families should be integrated in such a way that they achieve their aim while also being compatible with
existing proximate policies and practices at the national and local level. As certain countries and regions of the
world face a larger load of returnees than others, these dynamics will vary on a state-by-state basis.

Practical challenge 3
Stigmatization and sensitive local politics

The management of FTF families, especially the nature of their placement in local communities, can be a
controversial issue. In addition, it can create space for malign influence actors to negatively sow distrust
through disinformation and propaganda, further hindering proper policy design. In some cases, repatriated
families and even children will face stigma for their association. This can hamper successful implementation.
Unfavorable media attention can exacerbate this further. By developing proactive messaging through strategic
communications, synchronized across multisector actors, policymakers can explain complex threats and policy
decisions to the public and socialize the values of reintegration.
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Practical challenge 4
Coordinated action across the practitioner community

A common obstacle to effective reintegration is found in weakly specified roles and responsibilities across the
constellation of government and non-government elements involved in decision making and implementation.
At the national and policy level, clear left and right limits and sequencing between the multiple agencies
involved is paramount. Similarly, at the regional and local levels, a common frustration is lack of coordination
with national-level bodies overseeing broader reintegration policy. Poor cross-government coordination

can result in a lack of the resources needed to facilitate holistic reintegration and heightened risks of
reengagement with violent extremism.

Practical challenge 5
Synchronized parallel processes for offending parents and minor children

Gender and age-related biases have created knowledge gaps and blindspots that undermine
efforts to productively engage the FTF family, their individual and collective repatriation, and
social reintegration. For instance, many minor children will need to begin their reintegration
programming while their parent is simultaneously processed through the criminal justice system.
This is necessary, but can create logistical obstacles or hindrances to holistic reintegration of
the family as a whole (e.g., extended physical separation). As such, in every possible instance,
practitioners should establish synchronized parallel processes for offending parents and minor
children at the national and local levels.

Practical challenge 6
Integrated programming for trauma-informed care

FTF families reintegrating have been exposed to a complex range of traumatizing experiences. How that
trauma is processed, expressed, and treated will vary dramatically from person to person. However, symptoms
and stigma can impede help-seeking behavior, identification of trauma, openness

to care providers, and ultimately hamper the reintegration process. These
dynamics are made more challenging by the fact that not all systems
and settings are equally prepared to provide trauma-informed care.
As a result, integrated programming for trauma-informed care

needs to be sustainable, tailored to individual needs, and gender
and culturally-sensitive, and as much as possible FTF families and
individuals reintegrating need to be placed in appropriate settings
that match their risks and needs.

The participation of foreign fighters in insurgencies worldwide
is not new, and will continue. That said, the problem set
presented by the scale of FTF family participation in the
Islamic State campaign in Syria and Iraq during the
2013-2019 period necessitates that states evaluate
and, in many cases, reconstitute their policies

and practices of repatriation and reintegration.

As described in this section, it is essential that
those best practices extend from a robust
understanding of the foundations of the FTF
problem, existing related knowledge gaps,

and common programmatic challenges. In

order to successfully create a comprehensive
framework of best practices in the

reintegration of FTF families, it is important

to first identify actionable objectives to

help shape and sharpen the transition from
reintegration policy to practice.
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Programmatic goals and objectives

Given the aforementioned knowledge gaps and programmatic challenges, a suite of core objectives should
play a central role in policy and programmatic approaches to FTF family repatriation and reintegration.

As noted above, while repatriation is the process of bringing FTF families back to their countries of origin,
reintegration is the set of processes that aim to foster a sense of inclusiveness and belonging in the community
and reduce the risk of offense, (re)engagement with, or recidivism into violent extremism.™

Fundamentally, no reintegration program can be effective without a clear understanding of what “success”
means and how it can be measured.” With the population of returning FTF families, the primary goal of
reintegration programming is that participating individuals disengage from previous involvement in extremist
behaviors and choose not to commit an ideologically-motivated violent criminal offense or, in cases of prior
conviction, reoffend. Other desirable second-order objectives relate to their holistic personal rehabilitation and
social integration into their community.

The research team has identified four categories of supporting programmatic objectives that policymakers and
practitioners must take into account throughout the design, planning, and implementation processes:

Objective 1

Alignment of domestic reintegration policy and implementation
with the scope and nature of the returnee problem

As the majority of the individuals being repatriated today are women and minors, policy responses must take
into account age and gender related considerations. Reintegration programming cannot be one-size-fits-all.
While policymakers often draw upon the experiences of other states to inform their approaches, and common
best practices certainly exist, what works in one country may not be expedient in another. One of the first
goals in the design of any FTF returnee policy or program must be to identify the numbers of returnees, their
demographic breakdown, and the opportunities and obstacles for repatriation and reintegration at both the
domestic and foreign level. The scale and scope of a country’s “returnee problem” will shape the extent to
which highly tailored versus more general programming will be more actionable. This also helps to establish a
baseline measure from which the reach and impact of reintegration efforts can be evaluated.

Objective 2
Development of a strategically guided approach to reintegration

Throughout this project, the project team found that many states have been compelled to adopt an ad hoc
approach to repatriation and reintegration. This can produce inefficiencies, inconsistencies, and, ultimately,
counterproductive outcomes. A strategic approach will need to focus on distinguishing between formal and
informal pathways of return and imbalances between repatriation and reintegration intent and capability.
Moreover, a strategically guided approach to repatriation and reintegration programming for countries

like the United States can include a proactive tailored approach to case management. This includes
addressing stigmatization and sensitive local politics, coordinating action across the practitioner community,
synchronizing parallel processes for offending parents and minor children, an integrated approach to strategic
communications, and programming for trauma-informed care as a critical support to FTF family reintegration
policy and practice. In every possible instance, these efforts should draw on already-present local systems,
resources, and competencies.

Objective 3
Integrate existing legal bases and systems for reintegration

It is essential that repatriation and reintegration efforts are grounded in a rule of law approach and the use of
existing systems. This requires consideration of not only extant laws and legal precedents but an assessment of
how deferential courts have been to the politics and policies of the time to include conversations surrounding
citizenship and/or nationality of repatriated individuals. Moreover, this includes identifying extant FTF
management programs and lessons from other sectors. These factors also represent a checklist for evaluating
the comprehensiveness of the legal foundations for repatriation and reintegration.
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Objective 4
Coordinate the reintegration of FTF families with related policy objectives

Policy cascade is not just a symptom but a feature of FTF family management and so its implications for other
policy areas must not be ignored. Indeed, the connectivity of FTF management to tangential policy areas needs
to be incorporated in planning and implementation as another set of key objectives. From a domestic policy
perspective, states need to establish goals for how FTF management will support other policy commitments
such as homeland security, civil rights and liberties, resilient communities, and rule of law. This also includes
the development of risk assessment tools to support practitioners to make empirically informed decisions
about risks and threats of FTF returnees and their families. From an evaluation perspective, the objectives that
emerge from this category will need to reflect and synchronize with broader foreign and public policy aims.

Conclusion

Overall, the core sets of objectives and the range of considerations within them offers policymakers and
practitioners a practical and holistic means to confront the problems and challenges associated with FTF
family management. It should also be clear that these reintegration objectives also support policymakers

and practitioners to develop evaluation mechanisms for gauging the reach, impact, comprehensiveness, and
sustainability of their repatriation and reintegration activities. First and foremost, this suite of objectives offers
a methodical and measurable checklist for assessing the comprehensiveness of FTF family management policy
and strategies. These objectives provide an evaluation framework through which to measure how holistically

a government is confronting these problems and challenges at a macro-level. This suite of objectives also
provides a framework through which the legal, policy, and programmatic components may be specifically
assessed.
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PART Il: ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE & PROCESS OF
FTF FAMILY REINTEGRATION IN THE UNITED STATES

In order to achieve the goals and objectives outlined above, we have identified a set of best practices relating
to the formal structures and roles and responsibilities assigned to the reintegration mission community. In

the United States, adult returnees may take a number of pathways. Most adults will be processed through the
criminal justice system and sentenced to time in prison. They will eventually be released, placed on probation,
and undergo the reentry and reintegration process. This pathway is likely to be the most typical for U.S. adults
repatriated from Syria or Iraq. Other adult returnees will not be charged and/or convicted of a crime and will
reenter American society more promptly. The vast majority of minor children will be repatriated from Syria and
Iraq without criminal prosecution and immediately begin the process of reintegration. Special consideration
will need to be given to those who traveled to Iraq and Syria as minors who came of age in-theater or while in
detention.

Our research suggests a number of best practices in the administrative structure and process of placement
and reintegration. The variety of pathways through which FTF families may progress has implications for

the range of government agencies and multi-sector stakeholders involved in the process. These can be
summarized across a two-stage process overseen by three key elements, which coincide with different tiers of
government: a national advisory team, a regional coordinating committee, and local implementation partners
(see Figure 1).

Figure 1. The Reintegration Process

REPATRIATION » REINTEGRATION
Assess risk Monitor
Assess need —> Support
Plan return Implement plan
NATIONAL REGIONAL
o DHS I&A e DHS CP3 RPC
e DHS CP3 e FBI Field Office
e FBI e NCTC Regional Office
e NCTC e USCIS Field Office
e USCIS e DHS ORI
e DHHS e Child Protective Services
LOCAL

e Social and Health Services
e Educational Services

e Law Enforcement

e Probation Officer

e Psychologist
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Stage 1: Repatriation, evaluation, and planning

In the first stage, the reintegration process begins with a national advisory team responsible for overseeing
the initial reception and evaluation of all returning FTF spouses and children as well as the determination

of each individual’s return plan. The national advisory team will require a whole-of-government approach,
with active interagency and multi-sector participation and cooperation. To execute the specific roles and
responsibilities, we assess that there will be need for involvement from the U.S. intelligence community, federal
law enforcement, citizenship and immigration, the court system, clinical psychology experts, and health care
specialists. Across the case management process, the national advisory team will work to ensure coherence
of policies and measures across government agencies and to facilitate cooperation and information exchange
with regional and local multi-agency coordinators.

The evaluation period, in which this interdisciplinary and interagency team conducts a thorough risk and
needs assessment, may last up to a few months. In addition to formally assessing the security risks posed
by returnees, the national advisory team should facilitate an evaluation of their needs relating to housing,
employment, personal health, psychological trauma, education, language and customs fluency, and

other factors that may require attention. The concentration of this work at the national level will allow for
centralizing and circulating relevant information into an assessment and facilitate a more tailored response
for each returnee.

Following a thorough risk and needs assessment, the national advisory team is also responsible for
determining the details of each returnee’s relocation and developing a tailored blueprint for their
reintegration.

Each return plan will include, among other points:

e The assessment of security risks posed by the returned individual

e The identification of an optimal community for relocation

e The identification of suitable housing

e The identification of employment and job training opportunities for adults
e The identification of a probation officer for offending adults

e The establishment of parallel processes for parents and children

e The identification of a legal guardian for minor children

e The identification of an education provider for minor children

e The identification of a provider for basic health and social services

e The identification of a provider for psychological care

Following the assessment process and the determination of a return plan, the returnee will begin the process
of resettlement, reentry, and reintegration.

Stage 2: Reintegration case management and implementation

In the second stage, returning FTF spouses and children relocate to a host community and begin their return
plan. This process is managed and implemented by two bodies - one regional, one local - who work in tan-
dem. Facilitating the information flow between the national and local levels, the regional coordinating com-
mittee should be composed of government agencies that serve a multi-state territorial region and oversee the
management of the returning FTF family cases within it. The research team has identified the need for involve-
ment from nearby regional offices associated with federal law enforcement, national intelligence agencies,
and administrative services. The regional group assumes primary responsibility for coordinating the moni-
toring and support of adult returnees and the protection and support of minor returnees. The processes of
returning adults and minors from the same family should be interconnected. Both adults and children require
a tailor-made approach based on individual risk and needs assessment, each case should have its own back-
ground, dynamics, risks and opportunities for reintegration, all of which would be reflected in a returnee’s risk
and needs assessment.
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This will require direct communication and synchronization with a wide range of organizations at the state,
local, and tribal levels, including those from the private sector. At this level, the set specific implementation
partners will vary by location, but we envision that it will generally include local health and human services
providers, school leaders, local law enforcement, psychological service providers, and, in some cases, mem-
bers of a returnee’s family. This constellation of local implementation partners is responsible for day-to-day
service provision as well as security monitoring and continued assessment. At the local level, the selected
group of implementation partners will support each returnee’s relocation and execute the reintegration blue-
print articulated in each tailored return plan. All efforts should incorporate returnee reintegration elements
with existing local structures and systems, where possible, specifically with established structures like police,
education, and child protection services.

Conclusion

An evidenced-based structure, with clearly specified roles and responsibilities for involved components,

is necessary to ensure effective and efficient execution of reintegration policy. The initial leadership of

an interagency national-level task force will protect from inconsistencies in case management, lapses in
monitoring and security, weak information sharing, and poor implementation of returnees’ plans for reentry
and reintegration. Regional and local ownership over case management will improve chances that each
case receives the support and resources that they need to thrive in their new host communities. In the U.S.,,
local government agencies in close collaboration with key private sector partnerships will be best suited to
carry out the essential, daily and weekly tasks involved in reintegrating FTF family members. As such, clear
communication and coordination between federal, state, local, and tribal parties is critical.
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PART lil: STRATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS IN FTF FAMILY MANAGEMENT

So far, this report has highlighted how the management of FTF returnees and their families is characterized

by intersecting challenges related to policy cascade, multisectoral coordination, the complicated nature of the
problem, and a general lack of consensus around policy solutions. This is a mix of factors that inevitably gen-
erates controversies that can be exploited by stigmatizing media coverage, inflammatory political discourse,
and malign influence actors. Reintegration requires not only a willing participant but also a willing community.
Media and social media reports stand to influence societies’ openness to the reintegration of returnees. Thus,
it will be important to adopt a centralized, crosscutting, and integrated approach to strategic communications
as a critical support to FTF family reintegration policy and practice.

Best practices in strategic communications

The primary role of strategic communications in the management of FTF returnees and their families must be
to directly support the accomplishment of policy objectives. Thus, strategic communication activities should
seek to maximize the reach and impact of FTF returnee programs, support risk and expectation management
needs across time and different target audiences, as well as be prepared to engage in crisis communication
plans in response to a range of potential contingencies.

The first step in this process is ensuring that strategic communications is explicitly acknowledged in policy as
an important function in FTF family management. At present, it is too-often absent or insufficiently addressed
in policy documents.' This is the case despite the fact that in practice government officials are constantly
engaging in public messaging around FTF management policy objectives and practice.” Without policy cover,
government officials who are nevertheless expected to develop and deploy public messaging strategies are
left vulnerable. These vulnerabilities are further compounded by the policy cascade and controversies that
characterize FTF management issues. With policymakers facing an increasingly fluid and volatile threat envi-
ronment' and the potential for an ideologically diversifying returnee threat,” it will be all the more important
that strategic communications have a central and integrated role in multisector FTF returnee management
strategies. Below, we highlight several best practices to inform a holistic approach to strategic communication
in FTF family management as follows:

Best practice 1

Establishment of an overarching method

Adopting an approach to strategic communications that integrates campaign, message, rollout, and
evaluation principles is crucial for ensuring a methodical, evidence-based, and persuasive approach. A
shared overarching framework of principles can also help to synchronize communications activities across
interdepartmental and multisectoral efforts. There can be a tendency in policy circles to see strategic
communications as either an afterthought once a course of action has been devised and/or a reactive tool
deployed largely for counternarrative purposes. This is a reductive understanding of persuasive messaging
that greatly limits its potential utility. Instead, one of the primary objectives of strategic communications
should be to proactively champion policy objectives while seeking to project credibility to target audiences. To
achieve this, public messaging needs to be timely, accurate, and deploy messengers that are trusted by target
audiences. It also needs to appropriately balance across intragovernmental and multisector efforts.
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Best practice 2

Management of expectations

Strategic communications are an essential tool for managing the expectations of target audiences.
Deploying persuasive messaging as an expectation management tool requires a careful calibration of policy/
programmatic design with messaging and action plans. Often, expectation management strategies will need
to focus on ensuring that public messaging factually and persuasively explains policy and programmatic
objectives while clearly and soberly addressing risks. At times, however, it will be necessary to draw on
baseline evaluations of audience perceptions to design and deploy messages that manage expectations
according to policy objectives.

Best practice 3

Development of a media strategy

Media coverage of FTF and FTF family issues often has an agenda-setting effect on public discourse. If the
media fixates public attention on cause célébre cases, it can disproportionately skew discourse onto certain
issues (often related to age and gender) to the detriment of an appropriately fact-based understanding of the
issues and government activities. Respecting the media and building relationships of trust and transparency
are vital for both government and multi-sector actors. To do so, it is important to map the media environment,
understand which actors and networks are most impactful among key target audiences, and develop
communication plans that include proactive and reactive contingencies.

Best practice 4

Mindfulness that language matters

The language used in FTF management must be carefully considered by
policymakers and practitioners in close collaboration with stakeholders
and target audiences. As discussed at the start of this paper, the term “FTF
returnee” associates any returnee with a foreign terrorist organization and
engagement in fighting. However, there is no singular profile of a returnee
(they include adult men and women, as well as minors) and travelers may
have engaged in a range of different roles. Moreover, with the prospect

of a more ideologically diverse returnee problem in the future, strategic
communication efforts may benefit from a broader term like “foreign conflict
returnee” as a generic reference to travelers.

Best practice 5
Integration of evaluation tools

Evaluating the reach, impact, and retention of a strategic communications
effort is essential for not only improving future performance but demonstrating
the value of public messaging to senior decision makers. For evaluation

efforts to be useful they need to be integrated across all aspects of campaign,
message, and rollout efforts. This must include the establishment of baseline
metrics associated with key attitudinal, behavioral, reach and impact indicators
as a first step for gauging future shifts in the target audience. After all,
persuasive messaging seeks to either reinforce/sustain or change attitudes and
behaviors in target audiences. This is simply not possible without establishing
an original point of reference for subsequent evaluation results.

Conclusion

The picture that emerges from this analysis is that there is considerable space for a broadening of strategic
communications beyond just counternarrative, alternative narrative, and post-incident messaging. After all,
these are all fundamentally responsive rather than proactive activities. Rather, priority should be given to
proactive messaging to shape how audiences perceive FTF management activities in a holistic approach

that includes an established overarching method, expectation management, media strategy, mindfulness

of language, and a clear integration of evaluation tools. Affording deeper consideration to strategic
communications also encourages policymakers and practitioners to reflect on the nuances of their approaches.
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PART IV: TRAUMA-INFORMED CARE FOR FTF FAMILIES

FTF returnees and their families have been exposed to a complex range of potentially traumatizing experiences
while overseas and as part of the repatriation and reintegration process. If those traumas go unaddressed,
then stakeholders are likely to encounter substantial roadblocks in reintegration programming over the short
and long term. A key principle to successful reintegration programming must therefore be to ensure that
trauma-informed care is afforded for FTF returnees and their families. Trauma-informed care is an approach
that acknowledges the pervasive nature of trauma and advocates for understanding, respecting, and
appropriately responding to the effects of trauma at all levels and across multiple settings.”® The following
section identifies four challenges and associated best practice considerations for a trauma-informed care
approach to FTF family reintegration programming.

Challenges to the provision of trauma-informed care

While a number of positive advances have been made in trauma treatment and trauma-informed care more
broadly, the field is still evolving and a number of challenges persist. Several of these challenges will affect the
application of providing trauma-informed care to FTF family management, just as the FTF family context poses
its own unique challenges. Based on the team’s review and interviews with mental health and psychosocial
support (MHPSS) professionals, four key challenges were identified:

Challenge 1

FTF families reintegrating have been exposed to a complex

range of potentially traumatizing experiences

For FTF families reintegrating in the U.S., the range of possible trauma exposure is immense, and the key
question will not be if they have been exposed to potentially traumatic incidents, but to which types. In
addition to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) like verbal abuse and physical neglect,” FTF families
reintegrating may also have been exposed to traumatizing incidents with varying impacts on individual health
and well-being including rape and sexual slavery;? war traumas like exposure to conflict-related death,? child
soldiering,”* and coerced or volunteered participation in violent acts;? trauma from forced separation and
extended detention in camps;*® and others.

Challenge 2

How trauma is processed, expressed, and treated varies dramatically from person to person
The effects of traumatic experiences are not uniform, and how a person responds to and exhibits symptoms
of trauma will vary across settings and individuals. Different types of traumatic experiences can lead to
different symptom presentations, with even identical or near-identical traumatic incidents leading to different
responses.” Some victims may exhibit multiple types of symptoms associated with trauma and trauma
disorders, whereas others may exhibit fewer symptoms or conceal their symptoms.” Some may go on to
develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or complex PTSD (CPTSD) following an incident or series of
incidents, others may not. Young children may exhibit unique symptoms of trauma that are distinct from
older children and adults.” Gender dynamics and cultural factors, too, play a major role in conditioning
how individuals perceive and respond to traumatic incidents.*® This variation is made more challenging by
the fact that the onset of trauma-related symptoms is dynamic and can occur well after initial exposure.*'
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Unfortunately - if left untreated or unaddressed - the maleffects of trauma on sleep, concentration, memory,
behavior, and mood can severely disrupt and impede vital parts of the reintegration process.*” Psychological
screening and assessment will likely occur for people reintegrating, but tends to be concentrated within
certain systems or at certain junctures,* which can inadvertently lead to the failure to identify trauma-related
symptoms or to track progress over time. What is more, trauma treatment itself can vary substantially,* and
treatment that is not tailored to the unique needs of the individual can be less effective or even harmful in
certain scenarios.** And just as age, gender, and cultural factors can drastically shape the way individuals
experience and respond to traumatic stress, they can also shape how individuals respond to treatment or
attempts to provide treatment.’

Challenge 3

Symptoms and stigma can impede help-seeking behavior,

identification of trauma, and openness to care providers

Among the many symptoms of trauma and trauma disorders are specific symptoms that can impede help-
seeking behavior, efforts to identify trauma, and openness to care providers, particularly symptoms associated
with avoidance. Although trauma treatment can provide remediation and coping skills to help individuals
confront or manage their trauma, symptoms of avoidance can prevent treatment from occurring in the first
place or being effective. Other trauma-related symptoms like negative changes in thinking and mood can lead
to negative thoughts about oneself, depression, and hopelessness, all of which factor into another dynamic
that can impede the trauma recovery process: stigma.*” Stigma can impede individuals from seeking help or
being open and honest during assessment and treatment. And for those reintegrating whose best placement
is determined to be with family members, stigma expressed either by the family or key members in the family’s
community can also shape how willing they are to support those reintegrating in seeking and accepting
treatment.

Challenge 4

Not all systems are equally prepared to provide trauma-informed care

As this report has highlighted, FTF families reintegrating may engage with a number of systems and settings
as part of the reintegration process. Involvement with some - including prison facilities - may be unavoidable,
but has the potential to trigger or newly traumatize people reintegrating, especially those who have spent
extended time in detention overseas. Facilities also have varying rules in terms of visitation and calling rights,
some of which could restrict opportunities to form healing relationships with family members and others
during the reintegration process.*® On the flip side, connection with parents and family members who are
justice-involved, as well as placement in some family settings, has the potential to either contribute to new
traumatic experiences or trigger older ones. And while the number of communities that have experienced
jihadist-related violence or similar collectively traumatizing events is relatively small in the U.S.,* placing
people reintegrating into or near these communities has the potential to be incredibly harmful to both

parties if not managed appropriately. In addition, case managers and MHPSS providers and services in many
communities across the U.S. are still experiencing crippling shortages and chronic understaffing as a result of
the global pandemic.”

Best practices in the provision of trauma-informed care

Without addressing these challenges, stakeholders will likely face major roadblocks in reintegration
programming for FTF families over both the short and long term. To address each of these challenges, our
research identifies five best practices to ensure that case managers, MHPSS providers, and other stakeholders
invested in the reintegration process have the tools and support they need.

Best practice 1

Equip case managers and providers with expert consultation and resources

As much as possible, case managers and MHPSS providers should be equipped with expert consultation and/
or resources from authoritative sources who have researched and analyzed the Islamic State phenomenon.
This might include understanding the unique mechanisms of violence and coercion used by the Islamic State,
and mapping the full range of traumatic experiences to which individuals may have been exposed, with a
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specific emphasis on age and gender related experiences. Subject matter expertise on the Islamic State can
and should augment the capacities of existing frameworks, guidelines, and other tools and approaches used
by case managers and MHPSS providers.

Best practice 2

Ensure the process for identifying and treating trauma-related symptoms

and disorders is sustainable and tailored to individual needs

Sustainable trauma-informed care should afford longevity to formal identification, assessment, and treatment
efforts, including well after initial arrival or intake. Case managers, MHPSS providers, and other stakeholders
will need to commit to the long haul to ensure those needs are met, and to acknowledge that some individuals
may require extensive time and additional support. Stakeholders will also need to coordinate closely to
ensure that trauma treatment - if undertaken - is intelligently sequenced with other services depending on
individuals’ needs. Moreover, for trauma-informed care to be age, gender, and culturally-sensitive, these
considerations need to factor not just into treatment planning, but also into key decisions that will shape
individuals’ broader social ecology upon repatriation. Perceptions of security, safety, trust, and hope are
heavily conditioned by culture in particular and represent key dynamics that can help or hinder trauma
management. Formal treatment is not the only route to achieve progress on each of these dynamics, but
should always feature among the available options.

Best practice 3

Incorporate assessment tools, education, and credible
messengers to overcome trauma-related symptoms and
stigmas

The symptoms and stigmas associated with trauma must factor into
what tools and measures are used for assessment. Case managers
and MHPSS service providers will have a number of standard

and validated tools at their disposal, but those that rely solely or
mostly on self-reporting may not be comprehensive enough for this
population. Structured interviews with people reintegrating and
collateral sources that incorporate trauma-informed questioning
may yield important and helpful information, including with
professional sources both in and outside the U.S. Educating people
reintegrating and their surrounding support networks may help

to ease barriers to seeking and accepting help, to include priming
individuals’ families and other key stakeholders in placement
communities prior to release or arrival. NGOs and community-
based organizations with experience in reintegrating other
populations can be incredibly powerful resources for supporting
these efforts. They also have experience in connecting people
reintegrating to mentors or older peers, working with families and
community leaders, and establishing relationships of trust that can
also serve as vehicles for breaking down self-stigma and supporting
help-seeking behavior and openness to treatment.

Best practice 4

Match people reintegrating to appropriate settings
In matching people reintegrating to the right settings, stakeholders must first do no harm. This involves taking
into account the needs and risks of people reintegrating, their families, and the nature of placement settings
and communities as best as possible. If justice system involvement is unavoidable, facility selection, proximity
to family, visitation rights, and other dynamics must be given careful consideration. At the same time, the
premium placed on family unification or reunification by some systems and processes must be weighed
against potentially harmful situations discussed above, whether the triggering or re-traumatizing of children
and youth, perpetuation of stigma surrounding MHPSS services and help-seeking behavior, or others. For those
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who are justice-involved, their case managers will likely be their biggest advocates in addition to or in lieu
of family throughout the reintegration process.*' As a result, assigning case managers who have more
manageable caseloads and some applicable experience can go a long way to ensuring needs related to
trauma-informed care are met. So, too, can placement in settings where MHPSS services are strong and
where providers have comparable experience. Finally, as much as possible, people reintegrating should
be placed in communities that provide them with a sense of safety and minimize the risks of predictable
triggering or traumatizing incidents.

Best practice 5

Integrate evaluation early and throughout the reintegration process

Evaluating efforts to provide trauma-informed care m ust be done on a case-by-case basis. Just as the
exposure to, impact, expression, and treatment of trauma is unique and varies from person to person,
establishing baseline metrics to track progress needs to be similarly unique and tailored to individuals.
The earlier a formal assessment can be administered and baseline metrics established in the reintegration
process, the better. It is also important to acknowledge that completing a treatment program is not a

sole metric of success. Trauma is dynamic, and some individuals may struggle with their trauma for many
years. Completing therapy cannot be a box-checking exercise, but one of multiple indicators used to
evaluate progress. Tailoring evaluation efforts to individuals also means acknowledging that success may
look different from case to case. For some individuals, opting in to therapy even once may be the most
successful achievement of their reintegration process from a trauma-informed care perspective. For others,
measurable progress in symptom expression and management over time may be the best outlook. And
for others still, formal treatment may never be sought or accepted, and the most stakeholders can do is to
help those individuals meet other needs.

Conclusion

If not appropriately addressed, the traumas carried by FTF returnees and their families can be one of

the most crucial barriers to their reintegration. When implemented effectively, efforts to provide trauma-
informed care can avoid re-traumatizing individuals or contributing new traumas, be transformative,

and serve as a key driver of a successful reintegration process. To do so, integrated programming for
trauma-informed care needs to be sustainable, cohesive, tailored to individual needs, and age, gender, and
culturally-sensitive. As much as possible, FTF returnees and their families need to be placed in appropriate
settings that match their risks and needs.
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Part V: A Risk Assessment Framework for FTF Family Management

The development of assessment tools to support practitioners to make empirically informed decisions about
risks and threats spans a multitude of fields. From business managers and economists to various health
practitioners, criminologists, and security practitioners, solving the challenges associated with developing,
validating, and applying such models remains elusive. Irrespective of the field, researchers and practitioners
are confronted with myriad interconnected challenges associated with identifying how to understand the
problem, what criteria are most appropriate for the framework, how to appropriately balance the priority and
weighting afforded to those criteria, what underlying methodology drives the model’s processes, and issues of
applicability related to who should apply the model and when.

With this in mind, we advocate for a framework that is simple for practitioners to use and adaptable as either
a primary assessment tool or, if other models are being used by partner agencies, as an evidence-based
supplement. Simplicity and adaptability are important features of an assessment framework for two reasons.
First, the interdepartmental and multisectoral nature of FTF management necessitates an approach that

not only methodically incorporates the expertise and experience of different practitioners and assessors but
potentially their use of different assessment models. Second, the security environment is fluid and the threat
posed by returnees from foreign conflicts is likely to ideologically diversify. This section begins with a broad
analysis of the latest trends in the fields of research and practice to ultimately identify a suite of lessons

for developing a risk assessment framework for FTF returnees and their families. It then presents the broad
parameters of a potential framework as the foundation for further practitioner engagements and future
applied research.

Existing risk assessment approaches

All risk assessment tools serve the fundamental purpose of providing a framework through which to collect
data to inform judgments about the likelihood of certain behaviors and outcomes to support decision makers.
In crime and national security contexts, risk assessment tools typically focus on keeping the community safe by
assessing not only the likelihood that an individual or group will engage and/or re-engage in certain actions
but often also their potential to reform/rehabilitate. The field’s understanding of risk and how to assess it has
evolved, especially in recent decades. Over the course of four generations of development in risk assessment,
new approaches sought to correct for inaccuracies stemming from evaluator biases while also balancing

the need for qualitative judgments from experts. Throughout the second and third generations of risk
assessment, new instruments were introduced, validated, and refined. Second-generation actuarial measures
based on static factors gave way to third-generation measures that incorporated dynamic factors and needs
assessment. Third-generation tools are giving way to today’s fourth-generation approach that integrates

risk and needs assessment with case management.* This fourth-generation approach is rooted in the risk-
need-responsivity (RNR) model, which holds that services and supervision should be matched to levels of risk
(risk), that treatment services should target dynamic risk factors and criminogenic needs (need), and that
interventions should both incorporate general social learning styles and also be tailored to individuals’ specific
characteristics to maximize program outcomes (responsivity).*

In short, where practitioners had previously focused on risks as individual traits that were largely static,
the field generally understands risks to be fluid and interdependent on a variety of not only individual and
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contextual factors but also transformable via targeted and timely interventions. This shift in how risk is
understood has meant that assessing risk is now largely seen as an ongoing process of tracking changes over
time and making judgments about what those patterns may mean for community safety, the risk an individual
or group poses, and opportunities for intervention.

There are generally three broad criterion types that tend to characterize risk assessment measures: risk
factors, indicators, and protective factors.* While risk factors are linked to an increased likelihood of an
adverse outcome or behavior and protective factors are linked to a decreased likelihood, indicators suggest
the adverse outcome is already present. The relationships within and between these categories of criteria

are not necessarily causal. For example, some risk factors may be present in the general population without
adverse outcomes while other risk factors may be absent in the case history of a perpetrator. The relationship
between risk factors, indicators, and protective factors (if applicable) also need to be incorporated into the
assessment and its underlying methodology. For example, a model that assumes linear cumulative risk - i.e.
that overall risk increases with the presence of more risk factors - may not necessarily reflect reality. The
presence or particularly the absence of indicators may disproportionately skew the assessment process unless
this potential is incorporated into the model. This leads to the next important issue.

The mix of risk factors, indicators, and preventive factors that appear
in any risk assessment model will reflect the understanding of

the problem and the theory of change that underpins the

tool. In the context of violent extremism this generates :
significant challenges. The field broadly recognizes
that there is no single profile of a terrorist nor a
common trajectory of radicalization.*® Terrorism is
rare, offering a relatively small pool of data from
which to develop and test assessment

tools. Risk assessment models of violent

extremists need to be purposefully

designed to encapsulate a unique variety

of risk factors, indicators, and protective

factors. Even within this specific context it

may be necessary to develop models specifically for
FTF family management.

Several major risk assessment tools have emerged to L N — ’\\\,‘3}
prominence in the counterterrorism and preventing and i i
countering violent extremism field.** While it is beyond the scope

of this analysis to canvas these tools in full, a number of key challenges have emerged concerning their utility
and application to FTF returnee and family management in the U.S. context:

e Existing terrorism and violent extremism risk assessment tools tend to be third rather than fourth
generation, in that they are less focused on considerations for responsivity to treatment and integration
with case management, but rather on static risk factors and, to a growing extent, dynamic risk factors
and indicators.

e While promising new validation studies have emerged in the last few years for these tools,*” validation is
still ongoing and more work is needed.

e These tools tend to be focused on specific behaviors - particularly ideological violence and lone actor
terrorism - and tend not to capture the full range of behavior exhibited by American FTF families, nor
how terrorism-related behaviors are enumerated and criminalized in federal and state codes, which
carries important implications for how recidivism is defined and measured.

¢ Not enough consideration is given to how these tools interact with other tools used in the U.S. justice
system and adjacent systems, and how they overlap, differ, and can support one another.
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Best practices for risk assessment in the U.S. context

The team identified six best practices to help overcome risk assessment challenges in FTF family management.
These six practices serve as a guiding framework, and should support the development and application of a
new risk assessment tool that is specific to FTF family management in the US context.

Best practice 1

Leverage existing instruments

Given the interdepartmental and multisector nature of FTF family management, a risk assessment tool should
incorporate the findings of other instruments into its assessment processes. In the U.S., existing assessment
instruments may already feature in the reintegration process,* and a tool developed specifically for FTF family
management should have the flexibility to incorporate results from existing tests if administered. Over-testing
individuals throughout the reintegration process can be taxing and negatively impact participation in future
assessment and other programming aspects. Leveraging existing instruments will also help to incorporate a
fourth-generation approach that encapsulates a full spectrum of static and dynamic risk factors, indicators,
and protective factors.

Best practice 2

Ensure simplicity and adaptability

Simplicity and adaptability are crucial features of a risk assessment tool if it is to be effectively and efficiently
applied by practitioners. Ensuring that an appropriate understanding of the problem, the theory of change,
and methodological nuances are built into the framework is the responsibility of the architects. However, it is
vital that the end product must be usable by the FTF family management practitioner or practitioners, which
means incorporating a manageable number of questions and standardizing the instrument to better facilitate
information sharing.

Best practice 3

Tailor definitions of risk and associated criteria and questions to the FTF family context

While existing assessment instruments have the benefit of years of scientific review and implementation,
those instruments may have limitations in their ability to identify specific recidivism risks. Clear and specific
definitions of risk that are tailored to FTF family management will significantly aid the development and
scope of any related assessment tool. As much as possible, abstract and subjective criteria (e.g. naivety,
little ideological knowledge, need for belonging/meaning, lifestyle changes) should be avoided. Rather, the
framework should focus on specific criteria that can be linked to demonstrable behaviors or the presence

of particular psychosocial vulnerabilities identified by a qualified expert. This will mean understanding and
incorporating the full range of known terrorism-related behaviors, informed by a systematic review of related
cases and how those behaviors relate to existing U.S. federal and state codes. It will also mean balancing and
de-conflicting family risks and needs against those of individuals, particularly for justice-involved families.*
Ensuring that those unique risks and needs are incorporated will be crucial to the risk assessment tool’s
success.

Best practice 4

Appropriately weigh indicators against risk factors and protective factors

Efforts to develop a FTF family management risk assessment tool should avoid methods that assume linear
cumulative risk across the model. After all, while linear cumulative risk assumes that the more traits an
individual has the higher the risk, it also assumes that the fewer traits an individual has the lower the risk.
Both contingencies cannot be assumed as a matter of course for two reasons. First, evaluators cannot assume
that they have access to all the necessary data needed to make an assessment. Second, indicators/warning
signs should significantly outweigh both risk factors and protective factors categories in the underlying
methodology. This helps to offset the potential for practitioners to want to demonstrate that interventions are
working (i.e. overemphasize protective factors) or to dismiss the presence of an outlier indicator/warning sign
when risk factors are assessed as low (i.e. assuming risk factors present a fuller picture).

Best practice 5

Incorporate gender, age, culture, and trauma-informed considerations

Assumptions and biases related to gender, age, and culture will significantly stunt the risk assessment process
for FTF families. In many respects, FTF families have defied prevailing norms and assumptions, and their lives
are multi-faceted and diverse.
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Children in particular have been exposed to varying levels of coercion, manipulation, and trauma, and

a child’s age, as well as gender, ethnicity, religion, nationality, social position, and legal status can all
affect their experiences. Foreign children who left their home countries and joined the Islamic State should
be seen primarily as victims, but they also show differing levels of agency in their response to militant
groups’ recruitment and educational programs. Some foreign children will have both been perpetrators
and survivors of violence, complicating efforts to assess risk, support their reintegration, and treat their
trauma. While the presence of trauma-related symptoms and disorders should not itself be equated with
risk, failure to address trauma-related needs can have negative cascading effects on the reintegration
process and potentially result in risky or risk-seeking behaviors. Because existing instruments that measure
trauma-related symptoms and disorders tend to be relatively brief,*® stakeholders developing a FTF family
risk assessment tool may consider implementing these instruments—in whole or in part—into or in tandem
with the risk assessment process.

Best practice 6

Plan for assessment continuity and longevity

Assessing FTF families early in the reintegration process can help practitioners to establish a more
accurate baseline before tracking change over time. Dynamic criteria and questions should be
incorporated as much as possible in order to identify both general and specific improvement or worsening
of factors and indicators, as well as the pace at which those changes are occurring. Practitioners will need
to plan accordingly to ensure continuity of assessment over defined intervals in order to accurately track
change, and also to ensure the longevity of assessment even as individuals move through different systems
and settings.

Conclusion

This section established the broad parameters of a risk assessment framework for specific application

to FTF returnees and their families. Future applied research should be devoted to developing the risk
assessment tool and testing its efficacy and applicability in collaboration with reintegration practitioners.
From a design perspective, three interrelated tranches of work will be crucial. First, the specific criteria
within each category of risk factors, indicators, and protective factors needs to be identified and
appropriately weighted across the scale reflecting the empirical research, a theory of change, and clear
methodology of the model. Second, any tailored framework should draw on case study comparison to
identify how the behaviors within the model both reflect real-world examples and link to U.S. federal and
state codes. Third, while a risk assessment of the family unit may simply be the sum of the individual
members, more work needs to be done to examine the nuances of the underlying methodology. From a
practical sense, being synchronized with the delivery of training, it is important to ensure that the risk
model is not only rigorous in design and method but applicable to a broad range of cases and usable for
practitioners.
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CONCLUSION

This report presents an evidence-based comprehensive framework of principles for guiding the policy and
practice of FTF family reintegration. It is designed to serve as a decision support tool, covering persistent
programmatic challenges, key goals and objectives, and recommended instruments such as strategic
communications, trauma-informed care, and risk assessment approaches. The results are based on an
interdisciplinary research effort, including a synthesis of the academic literature, case study analysis,
quantitative data evaluation, and field work interviews with practitioners in multiple countries across Europe,
the Middle East, and North America.

Sponsored by the Department of Homeland Security Science and Technology Directorate (DHS S&T), this
study places a special focus on the application of the identified best practices to the case of the United States.
Yet many of the factors discussed in this report may very well be equally relevant and useful to reintegration
programming in countries with similar parameters and commitment to FTF spouses and children.

Four key findings are central to this report. First, the primary goal of reintegration programming for FTF
families is that participating individuals disengage from any previous involvement in extremist behaviors
and choose not to commit an ideologically-motivated violent criminal offense or, in cases of prior conviction,
reoffend. Other desirable second-order goals relate to their holistic personal rehabilitation and social
integration into their community. We identify multiple supporting programmatic objectives to guide how
policymakers and practitioners navigate through the complex and interrelated challenges associated

with reintegration work (Part I). Relatedly, in order to achieve the goals and objectives outlined above, we
present a set of best practices relating to the formal structures and roles and responsibilities assigned to the
reintegration mission community in the United States (Part II).

Second, we argue that the coordination and efficacy of reintegration activities can be improved with a greater
focus on the role of strategic communications at the overarching planning and management level (Part I11). It
is broadly recognized that reintegration efforts should not be stovepiped. Less acknowledged is the role that

a robust and integrated approach to strategic communications can play in helping to improve the sequencing
and synchronicity of standard programming activities. This coordination issue also extends to how the age,
gender and psychosocial needs of FTF returnees and their families are addressed.

Third, we highlight the need for better incorporation of gender, age, and trauma-informed considerations at
the program and case levels (Part V). The synthesis of trauma-informed approaches during the repatriation
and reintegration process is vital and case managers must be appropriately equipped to develop tailored
plans that harness gender, age, and familial factors too. Together, the coherent integration of compatible
reintegration efforts and supporting activities will enable a more strategically focused approach.

Finally, based on the project’s multidisciplinary and multisectoral findings, this report presents the
broad parameters of a risk assessment framework for assessing FTF returnees and their families (Part
V). The framework is underpinned by a rigorous methodology and an evidence-based theory of change.
As described in this report, it is best practice to incorporate a systematic and repeated risk assessment
into the reintegration process. While several major risk assessment tools are used by the prevention and
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counterterrorism workforce, a number of key challenges have emerged concerning their utility and application
to FTF returnee and family management in the U.S. context. The population of FTF spouses and children -

and the circumstances surrounding their reentry - likely feature unique characteristics that may warrant the
development of a bespoke assessment approach. We advocate a framework that is simple for practitioners to
use and adaptable as either a primary assessment tool or, if other models are being used by partner agencies,
as an evidence-based supplement.

Based on our findings, we identify the following opportunities for scientific contribution to this important policy
issue. The project, as described in this report, comprises a research and development initiative. It is important

that DHS S&T or other involved government agencies support efforts to further develop, test, and evaluate the

implementation of reintegration protocol and practice. We make these recommendations:

1. Development of a standardized training program for practitioners

It is likely that the workforce responsible for implementing reintegration policies and programs in

the United States and beyond will require not just a common mental model and access to shared
supporting resources, but training specific to this population and problem set. The practitioners involved
in the work of reintegration will include government agencies at the federal, state, local, and tribal
levels as well as partners in the private sector (e.g., nonprofit agencies). Given the multisector, multilevel
nature of this effort, it is important that all involved in reintegration programming be given access to a
standardized training program established on evidence-based best practices. Under the current study,
our research team will next develop a set of instructional materials pertaining to the reintegration of FTF
spouses and children. The transition of this knowledge into the development of a credentialed and/or
licensed training program would make for a valuable next step. Relatedly, there may be an opportunity
to formalize this effort with other related programmatic efforts, such as resettlement of those fleeing
conflict or the reintegration of other populations exposed to violent extremism.

2. Refinement of the risk assessment framework in collaboration with practitioners and
international partners

As described in this report, it is best practice to incorporate a systematic risk assessment into the
reintegration process. In many cases, existing tools may not be well suited to the task. In other words,
the population of FTF spouses and children - and the nature of their reentry - likely feature notable
unique characteristics that may warrant the development of a bespoke assessment approach. The
assessment framework in this proposal would benefit from additional refinement and development, and
in collaboration with practitioners and international partners.

This report assesses the common challenges faced in the repatriation and reintegration of foreign terrorist
fighter families and presents evidence-based goals, objectives, and practices to ensure the most effective
management of their return. Future efforts should continue to develop and evaluate instruments to support
this important mission and research area.
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