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We assessed aggression in displaced Syrian adolescents, aged 11 years and
above, enrolled in Beirut’s public schools during 2017–2018. Of 729 parental
consent forms distributed in nine randomly selected schools, 368 (50.5%) par-

ents accepted to involve their children. Eventually, the revised Buss-Perry
aggression questionnaire was used to assess physical aggression, verbal aggres-
sion, anger, and hostility in 178 boys and 182 girls. Scores were interpreted

based on the adolescents’ age, sex, year of arrival to Lebanon, and Syrian
governorate from which they migrated last. Twenty four percent of participants
scored high on aggression measurements. Boys had significantly higher scores
than girls on verbal aggression (p¼0.001), hostility (p¼0.003) and total aggres-

sion (p¼0.007). When other variables were held constant, adolescents who fled
to Lebanon in the early days of the Syrian war had significantly higher levels of
verbal aggression (p¼0.044), hostility (p¼0.028) and total aggression (p¼0.007)

than those who arrived later. Anger scores were not particularly affected by
variables in our regression model. Adolescents from Idlib, Daraa, and Aleppo
were predicted to have increased physical aggression scores. Verbal aggression

scores were predicted to rise for adolescents from Daraa and Aleppo while other
districts had a protective effect. These adolescents have witnessed the harshness
and inhumanity of war, and have survived life-changing traumatic events. In
view of our results, we recommend the introduction of a school-based universal

cognitive behavioral intervention to reduce aggression in this vulnerable group
both in Lebanon and upon their return to Syria.

Keywords: Syrian refugees, war, Lebanon, aggression, public schools, adolescents

Introduction

Since the outbreak of civil war in Syria (population est. 18.43 million) in
2011, close to 6.6 million civilians have been internally displaced, and 5.6
million have fled to neighbouring countries (United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Operational Data Portal 2018). The
latest reports showed that there were 2,992,567 registered refugees in Turkey,
1,011,366 in Lebanon and 660,315 in Jordan as the main countries to which
Syrian refugees relocated (UNHCR Operational Data Portal 2018). Lebanon
now has the highest density of Syrian refugees, accounting for one-quarter of
the population of Lebanon; most (58 per cent) are living in extreme poverty,
with 76 per cent of households having less than $3.84 per person per day
(United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) et al. 2017). In addition to war
and forced migration, the precarious conditions of these displaced people
gives cause for concern about the potential for long-lasting impact on their
wellbeing.

Our research examined aggression in Syrian adolescents, aged 11 years and
above, who fled to Lebanon due to the Syrian crisis. We sought to analyse
the variables that correlated with the types and level of aggression in adoles-
cents enrolled in public schools in Beirut. We adopted Colman’s definition of
aggression (Colman 2009), where aggression is ‘behavior whose primary or
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sole purpose or function is to injure another person or organism, whether
physically or psychologically’. Types of aggression might be physical or
verbal, anger or hostility. Physical aggression is expressed, for instance, by
making a fist to another person or punching a wall. Verbal aggression in-
cludes yelling, shouting, arguing or showing sarcasm. Anger is described as
the feeling and the physiological arousal, which ensue from being in danger,
mistreated or jealous (Ahsan 2015). Finally, hostility is defined as actions
triggered by anger with the aim of harming others.

The psychological injuries of Syrian refugee children have induced a level
of stress termed ‘toxic stress’ resulting from prolonged exposure to war (Save
the Children 2017). This term relates to the fact that stress and adverse
childhood experiences have moved to another, more debilitating level where
children are constantly afraid, angry and anxious over their future. They
experience nightmares and bedwetting, and fight with siblings and classmates.
Similarly, an assessment of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) prevalence
in Syrian refugees in camps in Lebanon revealed that PTSD point prevalence
was 27.2 per cent while lifetime prevalence was 35.4 per cent (Kazour et al.
2017). These estimates fall within the upper range reported in the interna-
tional literature on populations exposed to conflicts and forced displacement,
where PTSD mean prevalence was 30.6 per cent.

Although not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention (Buckner et al.
2017), Lebanon has established a progressive and inclusive policy for pro-
viding education to Syrian refugees. The Ministry of Education and Higher
Education (MEHE) launched a national strategy called ‘Reach All Children
with Education’, which aims to deliver education to all children in Lebanon,
including refugees, regardless of their legal status. MEHE and non-govern-
mental organizations have been providing education to displaced Syrians
with classes implemented in public schools as a second shift programme
(El-Ghali et al. 2016). According to the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees, there were 157,984 Syrian children officially
registered in Lebanon in 2015–16, of whom 92,094 were enrolled in this
afternoon programme (UNHCR 2016). Around 13.3 per cent of them
were 12–17 years old (UNHCR Operational Data Portal 2018). However,
an alarmingly high dropout rate of 70 per cent was reported in 2011–12 (El-
Ghali et al. 2016). Among the obstacles faced were the cost of transporta-
tion to school, the opportunity cost of going to school, mixed-sex education
and the language barrier (sciences classes being taught in French instead of
Arabic). In the absence of schooling, children were at increased risk of such
negative coping strategies as child labour, child marriage and other forms of
exploitation.

Syrian families have been under economic and social stressors following the
drastic changes that have taken place in their lives. Migration, in itself, may
lead to aggression. This was observed in a Ukrainian study in which higher
scores for aggression were reported in migrants than among indigenous resi-
dents (Atramentova et al. 2018). When refugee families witnessed increased
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violence, their children became more aggressive as they went into adulthood
(Mueller-Bamouh et al. 2016). Their brain architecture changed, gradually
leading to physical and mental difficulties. This phenomenon was explained
by the ‘cycle of violence’ that extended through generations (Catani 2010).
An important risk factor and predictor of familial violence was increased
hostility and aggressiveness experienced during wartime. Familial violence
took the form of verbal, psychological or physical abuse that started in child-
hood and adolescence, thus provoking more violent behaviour (Mueller-
Bamouh et al. 2016). Children not only became emotionally scarred by
living the war, suffering shortages in food and basic amenities, and lacking
access to health care and education; they were also subject to different forms
of violence that greatly impacted their behaviour, particularly as they experi-
enced social isolation and daily hostility. In situations of persistent political
violence, children manifested cognitive, emotional and physiological re-
sponses in order to adapt and mentally survive (Hassan et al. 2015). As
children internalized these conditions, they entered the ‘cycle of violence’
that turned them into both victims and perpetrators of aggression.

Other types of violence, which have been documented to spread in refugee
camps, were sexual and gender-based. These have been associated with the
patriarchal societal model in which men were expected to provide for their
families (Catani 2010). Aggressive behaviour was a result of their inability to
do so, as women sought ways to meet their families’ needs with a resulting
shift in gender roles (Mueller-Bamouh et al. 2016). This sort of aggression
was found to be excused in these societies (El Masri et al. 2013). In addition,
women did not oppose out of fear of being sent back to Syria (Charles and
Denman 2013). Early marriage also increased among refugee communities
because of the inability to provide for children or to protect the family
honour to the extent that a girl may be forced to marry the man who as-
saulted and raped her (Catani 2010). This practice has been found to bring
about increased violence and sexual abuse against girls with a devastating
effect on their educational attainment and future. In extreme cases, the dif-
ficulty of life in camps and the lack of resources have steered children and
women towards prostitution (Charles and Denman 2013).

Methods

Study Design

This cross-sectional survey was designed to examine the level and type of
aggression in Syrian adolescents enrolled in public schools in Beirut. Formal
approval from the University’s Institutional Review Board and the MEHE of
Lebanon was obtained before conducting the survey. Private schools were not
included because they did not provide a second shift programme. Similarly,
public schools that did not propose a second shift for displaced Syrians in
2017–18 were excluded from the sampling frame. From the remaining 123
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public schools in Beirut, 10 schools were randomly selected. Children of both
sexes, aged 11 years and above, were invited to take part in the survey.

Questionnaire

The Buss–Perry aggression questionnaire has been widely used to determine
aggression in clinical and research settings. It was first developed and admin-
istered to a sample of undergraduate students (Buss and Perry 1992). It
consisted of 29 questions, translated into at least seven languages, including
Arabic (Diamond and Magaletta 2006), and is considered free of gender bias
(Diamond and Magaletta 2006; Abd-El-Fattah 2007). The questionnaire pro-
vided a good prediction of future behaviour and correlated aggression types
with future aggressive action (Archer and Webb 2006). However, the test was
criticized for using low factor items and having low marginal fit (Archer et al.
1995). Another critique was that it was used on college students only
(Williams et al. 1996). In 2009, the test was used on a sample of 2,208
boys and girls, aged 9–11 years and 14–17 years in 27 schools in Madrid
(Santisteban and Alvarado 2009), and showed a good overall fit.

Amendments in the Buss–Perry aggression questionnaire have focused on
limiting the number of factors or questions. The different models have been
compared by administering them to 1,522 prisoners who had undergone cog-
nitive behavioural therapy for aggression and violence (Gallagher and
Ashford 2016). The prisoners completed seven versions of the questionnaire.
The best two models were: The Bryant and Smith (2001) version, which
consisted of 12 questions divided into four factors, and the Diamond et al.
(2005) version, which was almost identical except for one question.

Since our study targeted displaced Syrian adolescents, the Arabic version of
the questionnaire was used. This translation is considered reliable, accurate
and valid for people of Arabic origin (Aljurany 2013). Questions measured
four factors: Q1, Q4, Q8 and Q10 for physical aggression; Q2, Q5 and Q9 for
verbal aggression; Q6 and Q12 for anger; and Q3, Q7 and Q11 for hostility.
Each question was rated from 1 to 5, with 1 being not characteristic and 5
being highly characteristic of the participant. In our data analysis, responses
to questions constituted our dependent variables. Scores on each question
were added and compared to the mean scores obtained in Diamond et al.
(2005). Total scores above the median score of 36 represented a higher ten-
dency towards aggressive behaviour.

Implementation

We conducted a pilot study in three classes of displaced Syrians in one of the
randomly chosen schools in order to test and refine our methodology. We
observed that children in the same classroom were of varying ages, receptive-
ness and reading proficiency. As a result, we decided that, in our actual
survey, we would read each question aloud and provide guidance when
requested.
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Several meetings were held with the school headmasters to present the
project and solicit assistance. Due to the young age of our target population
and the sensitive nature of the information to be collected, permission was
sought from the children’s legal guardians through a parental consent form
written in Arabic. In addition to their signature, parents were asked to indi-
cate the year of displacement to Lebanon, the governorate in Syria they were
forced to leave last and the name, date of birth and sex of their child.

The questionnaires were administered at the school premises between
December 2017 and March 2018. The children, whose parents had signed
the consent form, were invited to class at the time of the survey; the others
were given a longer recess by their teacher. This was done to prevent those
who were not participating from feeling left out or being coerced. We joined
the students in class and presented the project to them. We informed them
that participation was voluntary and that they were free to withdraw at any
time. We distributed the questionnaires with the child assent form in Arabic.
We read each question aloud, explained it and answered students’ queries.
We also asked one of the students to say to the class, using their own words,
what they understood from the question. In general, the students did not
indicate any difficulty understanding the content of the questionnaire.
When there was no request for clarification, we waited for the students to
mark their responses individually before moving to the next survey question.
At this stage, the questionnaires were coded so that the name of the schools
would not appear on the forms. Students were not asked to write their names
or any kind of identification.

The data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics 25. Descriptive statistics
were performed to summarize the data. As inferential statistics, multiple
linear regression was used to explain the relationship between our dependent
variables (scores on physical aggression, verbal aggression, hostility, anger
and total aggression) and our independent factors (age, sex, year of arrival to
Lebanon and governorate in Syria from which the child was displaced last).

Results and Discussion

A total of 729 children were asked to hand their parents the consent form
and return it to their teacher after signature. Out of these, 368 parents (50.5
per cent) gave permission to include their children in the study. Additionally,
six children were absent on the day of the survey. In all, 178 males (49.2 per
cent) and 182 females (50.3 per cent), mean age (13� 1.5) years, completed
the questionnaire. Table 1 describes the participants’ characteristics. The dif-
ference between participants and non-participants could not be analysed be-
cause only 8 per cent of parents of non-participating children had indicated,
on the consent form, the date of migration to Lebanon and the governorate
of origin; none had provided the child’s age. However, Little’s missing com-
pletely at random test (MCAR) was non-significant for our dataset. Our
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questionnaire had good internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of

0.706.
Total aggression (TA) was calculated by adding the scores in all 12 ques-

tions and a median score of 36 was used as a cut-off point in the assessment.

Whereas 24 per cent of participants (n¼ 87) scored 36 and above on TA, 69.9

per cent (n¼ 253) scored below 36. There was missing data for 6.1 per cent of

the adolescents in our sample (n¼ 22).
The box plots, in Figure 1, provide the median and interquartile ranges of

the dependent variables in our sample. The data was non-normally distrib-

uted. The Mann–Whitney U test revealed a significant difference between

sexes with respect to median scores on verbal aggression, hostility and TA

(see Table 2). Moreover, Spearman’s correlation showed a statistically signifi-

cant weak negative correlation between year of arrival to Lebanon and TA

(r¼ –0.112, p¼ 0.044).
We conducted a multiple linear regression analysis to predict physical ag-

gression (PA) scores based on age, sex, year of arrival to Lebanon and

governorate from which children arrived either Idlib, Daraa, Aleppo or

Other. A significant regression equation was found (F(8,308)¼ 3.480,

p¼ 0.001) with an R2 of 0.083. The linear regression model with the inde-

pendent variables explained 8 per cent of the variance in PA scores. Idlib

(p¼ 0.001), Daraa (p¼ 0.027) and Aleppo (p¼ 0.02) were significant pre-

dictors of PA scores. While statistically controlling for other independent

variables, being from Idlib, Daraa and Aleppo were predicted to result in

Table 1

Characteristics of a Sample of Displaced Syrian Adolescents, Aged 11 and Above,

Enrolled in Lebanese Public Schools

Parental consent Yes No Not specified

368 (50.5%) 337 (46.2%) 24 (3.3%)

Sex of the child Male Female Not specified

178 (49.2%) 182 (50.3%) 2 (0.6%)

Age of child

(in years)

Mean (standard deviation)

13 (�1.5)

Year of arrival

to Lebanon

Total 2011–13 2013–18 Not specified

348 117 (32.3%) 231 (63.8%) 14 (3.9%)

Place of

displacement

Daraa Aleppo Idlib Others� Not specified

69 (19.1%) 111 (30.7%) 39 (10.8%) 110 (30.4%) 33 (9.1%)

�Includes Tartus, Deir-Ez-Zour, Al-Hassakah, Lathakia, Raqqa, Damascus, Homs, Hama,
Swayda and Quneitra.
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increased PA scores of 2.804, 7.141 and 4.028, respectively. Time was pre-
dicted to induce a decrease (–0.245) in PA scores for each unit increase in
time (p¼ 0.013). Similarly, a significant regression equation was obtained
between verbal aggression (VA) scores and independent variables
(F(8,309)¼ 2.814, p¼ 0.005) with an R2 of 0.068. There was a linear relation-
ship between the variables in our model. Females were less verbally aggressive
than males by 0.779 (p¼ 0.012). Each additional year in the children’s age
predicted a 0.210 drop in VA scores (p¼ 0.035). In addition, year of arrival to
Lebanon significantly affected the model with each added year increasing by
0.1 the VA scores (p¼ 0.044). Being from different areas in Syria predicted a

Figure 1.
Median Scores and Interquartile Ranges for Physical Aggression (PA), Verbal
Aggression (VA), Hostility (H), Anger (A) and Total Aggression (TA) in a Sample
of Displaced Syrian Adolescents Registered in Lebanese Public Schools

Table 2

Difference in Median Scores on Physical Aggression (PA), Verbal Aggression (VA),

Hostility (H), Anger (A) and Total Aggression (TA) between Displaced Syrian

Adolescent Males and Females Registered in Lebanese Public Schools

Sex PA VA H A TA

Female Median 10.0 6.0 7.0 5.0 28.5
Male Median 10.0 7.0 8.0 5.0 31.0
Mann–Whitney U 13,798.5 12,326.5 12,899.0 14,823.5 11,845.5
Asymp. sig. (2-tailed) 0.155 0.001� 0.003� 0.288 0.007�

�p50.05.
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5.877 increase in VA scores for children coming from Daraa (p¼ 0.015) and a
3.054 increase for children from Aleppo (p¼ 0.019). Other areas predicted a
drop in VA scores by 2.632 (p¼ 0.014).

We also noted a linear relationship between the independent variables and
children’s hostility (H) scores (F(8,309)¼2.179, p¼ 0.029) with an R2 of
0.053. These variables explained 5 per cent of the variance in H. Sex of the
child (p¼ 0.002) and year of displacement (p¼ 0.028) were significant pre-
dictors of H scores, with boys being more hostile than girls by 1.062, and
earlier displacement to Lebanon predicting an increase in H scores by 1.062
for every additional year. The area from which the children arrived did not
have an impact on H scores. Anger scores were not affected by age, sex, year
of arrival to Lebanon or governorate of origin. There was a linear relation-
ship between TA scores and independent predictors (F(8,300)¼ 2.887,
p¼ 0.004) with R2 of 0.071. Sex was a significant predictor (p¼ 0.015) of
TA scores. Males were generally 2.458 times more aggressive than females.
Earlier years of displacement to Lebanon were predictive of high TA scores
(p¼ 0.007), increasing these scores by 0.647 for each added year.

The present study investigated the occurrence and types of aggression in
displaced Syrian adolescents attending public schools in Lebanon. In our
sample of 11- to 18-year-olds, 24 per cent scored highly on TA. Similar
observations were made in a neighbouring context characterized by long-
standing exposure to political violence (Al-Krenawi et al. 2009). A compari-
son between Palestinian adolescents from Gaza and Jewish Israeli adolescents
from Haifa and Tel Aviv, using the Buss–Perry Aggression Questionnaire,
revealed higher levels of TA and its subscales (VA and PA, hostility and
anger) among Palestinians (Al-Krenawi et al. 2009). Although political vio-
lence had a detrimental effect on both groups, Palestinian adolescents re-
ported higher levels of mental health and PTSD symptoms, and more
problems in family and social functioning. In this setting, higher socio-eco-
nomic status and religiosity seemed to alleviate the emotional and beha-
vioural response to violence and constituted powerful buffers against family
and social dysfunction and aggression. In another study on the psycho-social
correlates of aggressive behaviour in youth (16–30 years old) from Lebanon
(Sanchez-Ruiz and Baaklini 2018), self-control, wellbeing and emotionality
were significant negative predictors of aggressive behaviour, whereas exposure
to violence and openness to experience were positive predictors of such beha-
viour. Still another study from the region, on Turkish adolescents and emer-
ging adults, demonstrated that low self-control, low self-esteem and some
identity dimensions were predictors of aggression (Morsunbul 2015). Over
and above these factors, the combination of traumatic events and difficult
living conditions induced aggression in refugee children towards themselves
and towards others. In fact, children living in a state of war or displaced from
their home country were at higher risk of mental illness, especially PTSD and
depression (Thabet et al. 2004). This was especially true for children and
adolescents living in conflict zones in the Middle East, where a positive
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correlation existed between the number of conflict-related traumatic experi-
ences and the prevalence of mental, emotional and behavioural problems
(Dimitri 2011). The estimated PTSD prevalence in children was 23–70 per
cent in Palestine and 10–30 per cent in Iraq. In addition, adolescents with
PTSD showed a noticeable increase in aggressive behaviour in comparison to
younger children and adults (Hamblen and Barnett 2003). Furthermore, the
experience of war at a young age led to aggression in adolescence (Keresteš
2006). Children may have also learned aggressive behaviours by modelling the
adults in their life (Punamäki 2009).

We found that boys had significantly higher scores than girls on VA, hos-
tility and TA. This was in accordance with another study on Somali refugee
children in Wales (Davies and Webb 2000), where the 12-item Buss–Perry
questionnaire (Bryant and Smith 2001) was used in a similar age group. Boys
seemed more demonstrative of their emotional state, which correlated with
higher levels of VA and hostility compared to girls. Instead of acting out,
girls retained and internalized their emotions. Gender differences in PA have
also been reported in samples of Egyptian and Omani adolescents (Abd-El-
Fattah 2013). The proposed explanation for this finding was the males’ desire
in Middle Eastern societies to adhere to masculine gender norms and exert
dominance over others. Another study involving Argentinean adolescents
aged 12–17 years showed that males had significantly higher scores on PA
while females scored significantly higher on anger (Reyna et al. 2011). Those
results were comparable to ours, but with two differences. In our sample,
males scored significantly higher than females on VA, hostility and TA, while
both sexes showed higher scores on PA. This may be the result of the un-
precedented tragic scenes witnessed by these children. Exposure to military
and war violence characterized by air raids, destruction and killing had a
similar effect on boys and girls (Qouta et al. 2008). The development of
aggressive and anti-social behaviour was nonetheless dependent on the chil-
dren’s social context and their predisposition to learn from their surroundings
(Punamäki 2009). Parenting practices constituted a moderator of aggressive
behaviour in a context where both girls and boys witnessed severe military
violence (Qouta et al. 2008). A supportive parenting style was crucial for the
children’s psychological wellbeing and behavioural development (Sim et al.
2018).

Our linear regression analysis revealed that, for every additional year in
Lebanon, PA scores decreased by 0.1. Moreover, the year of arrival to
Lebanon was negatively correlated with VA, hostility and TA scores. This
may be due to an initial struggle in integrating the new environment with
possible tension with the host community. In fact, focused discussions with 40
Syrian adolescents revealed that Syrian refugees enrolled in schools in
Lebanon were often victims of bullying by peers; they were also sensitive
to a negative perception of Syrians among members of the host community
(Streng and Wagner 2014). Such effects may have subsided with time because
of a change in attitude of the local community towards displaced families or
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possible adaptation of the displaced to their circumstances. The children, who
arrived earlier to Lebanon, may have had enough time to understand that
their new reality—although transient—is not ephemeral. Another explanation
may be that the first families to move to Lebanon may have done so due to
the atrocities of war with a sense of urgency to escape life-threatening situ-
ations, while more recent arrivals may have been driven by economic reasons.
In the present study, significantly higher levels of PA were reported in chil-
dren from Idlib, Daraa and Aleppo than elsewhere in Syria. Coming from
Daraa or Aleppo seemed to predict a rise in VA, while other areas in Syria
seemed protective and brought a drop in this type of aggression. These cities
have been under relentless attack with bombardment and poor security
(Arshad and Aoun 2017). The brutality of the war and the adverse life ex-
periences of children from these areas may have induced high VA and PA
scores. It is possible that victims of aggression went on to develop VA as a
way to vent out their stress and powerlessness and that VA predisposed them
to committing PA towards others (Atkin et al. 2002).

Aggressive behaviour may negatively affect youth, possibly diminishing
their social competence. An early intervention may nonetheless break this
vicious cycle and save children from future hardship (Matjasko et al. 2012;
Barnes et al. 2014). A meta-review of evaluations of behavioural and psycho-
social approaches to prevent youth violence concluded that school-based pro-
grammes had moderate to strong effects on aggressive behaviours among
youth (Matjasko et al. 2012). More specifically, the introduction of a cogni-
tive behavioural intervention (CBI) coupled with peer-mediation programmes
had a significant impact on preventing or curbing youth aggressive behaviour
in school settings (Matjasko et al. 2012). CBI acted on behaviour by mod-
ifying the cognitive process leading to a given behaviour (Matjasko et al.
2012). New ways of coping developed through a combination of behavioural
principles and self-talk as well as through modelling, rehearsal and reinforce-
ment of appropriate behaviour in situations that provoked aggressive out-
bursts (Barnes et al. 2014). Universal delivery—that is, CBI for the whole
class as opposed to CBI to at-risk small groups—not only reduced the risk of
stigma, but also provided a peer group to enhance the modelling and adop-
tion of appropriate behaviour (Barnes et al. 2014). That being said, the re-
sults of any intervention depended on the motivation of the involved staff
and their level of perceived stress at school (Barnes et al. 2014). In view of
our findings, we recommend the adoption of a school-wide CBI for Syrian
refugee children in Lebanon as a starting point to tackle frustration and
inappropriate aggressive responses. CBI should also be implemented in Syrian
schools upon the return of the displaced to their home country.

We acknowledge the following limitations in our study. The majority of the
parents who had refused to enroll their children in the study failed to provide
the additional information requested in the consent form, mainly their date of
migration to Lebanon, the governorate they left last, and the age of their
child. In this case, it was not possible to completely rule out selection bias,
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which may have been driven by the parents’ political affiliations. We re-
frained from asking about the loss of a parent or a sibling, considering
that the recall of such sensitive incidents could revive feelings of deep sadness
and grief. As a result, we were unable to analyse the relation between current
family status and aggression level in these adolescents. Moreover, the lack of
baseline information on aggression in Syrian youth prior to wartime made it
difficult to establish that the war had induced a significant change in this
population. Our study would have benefited from a control group matched
for age and sex. However, we did not have access to non-displaced Syrian
adolescents or permission to conduct parts of the study in Syria. It is im-
portant to note, though, that all Syrian adolescents have been exposed dir-
ectly to the war and its atrocities, or indirectly to its repercussions through
witnessing an influx of internal migrants, or viewing violent scenes on the
news, or sensing the influence of political and economic instability on their
families and communities. Therefore, even non-displaced adolescents, from
relatively calm areas in Syria, would not have constituted an ideal control
group. A comparable problem would have occurred if the control group were
from Lebanese youth. Although Lebanese adolescents have not lived the
Lebanese civil war (1975–1990), they have witnessed sporadic conflict and
political upheaval among which was the war in 2006 with large internal dis-
placement, bombings and assassinations of prominent political figures, armed
clashes between Lebanese factions (e.g. May 2008), an offensive by the
Lebanese army against Daesh (ISIS) militants and another against Fatah al
Islam (a Salafist jihadist network), a months-long garbage crisis causing vio-
lent protests and the lack of a president for two years. These few examples
give a sense of the political, social and economic unrest and volatility that
have reigned in the country. Another limitation is the strict inclusion of
Syrian adolescents enrolled in schools; this study does not take into account
non-students in its estimation of aggression. Aggression levels in children who
have dropped out of school or who were never enrolled may be different from
the levels reported in schoolchildren.

Conclusion

In summary, 24 per cent of our sample of 11- to 18 year-old displaced Syrian
school children scored highly on aggression measurements. Boys showed sig-
nificantly higher scores than girls on VA, hostility and TA. Adolescents who
fled to Lebanon in the first years of war showed significantly higher scores
than those who arrived later, particularly for PA, hostility and TA, when
other factors were held constant. Adolescents from Idlib and Daraa scored
significantly higher than others on PA and VA; those from Aleppo also had
higher VA scores than others.

In the absence of large-scale screening for aggression in Syrian refugee
children, we recommend the introduction of a school-based universal inter-
vention centred on cognitive behavioural therapy as a practical and
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sustainable way to reduce aggression in this vulnerable group. This interven-

tion is vital since the future of Syria, its stability and social and economic

prosperity lie in the hands of its youth.
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