TERROR AND HOPE, The Science of Resilience
Film Treatment by Ron Bourke

Dedicated researchers and humanitarians put science to work to help oppressed and vulnerable Syrian refugee families and children.
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It’s called toxic stress for a reason. It’s stress to a child that’s so severe, prolonged, or frequent that it can damage the developing brain - affecting mental and physical health, functionality, and behavior over the young boy or girl’s lifespan. Studies have shown that the brains of children exposed to extreme stress can experience profound changes, disrupting healthy development. The hippocampus, responsible for learning and memory, can shrink as levels of cortisol increase. The amygdala, critical for processing danger, can become hyperactive and enlarged. Decision making capability is compromised. Control over impulses can be lost.  This diminished cognitive ability and actions can impact generations to come.

In Syria alone, it’s estimated that more than 8 million children are suffering from the unrelenting and brutal war.  Parents or siblings dead, homes lost, starvation, insufficient medical care and catastrophic injuries.  Even when sheltered in the relative safety of a Jordanian refugee camp, there’s daily humiliation and resentment thrust at them by the native population.  It’s no wonder that many boys choose the perceived dignity of fighting for ISIS or a militia over the uncertain future of a refugee.  For girls, an early marriage offers financial relief for their family and a sense of security in a terrifying world.  

More than 65 million people have been forced from their homes by disasters and war around the world. More than half of them are children. As humanitarian organizations and governments struggle to provide food, shelter and medical attention, a search is under way to find new ways to fight this cycle of violence and misery.  The enemy is toxic stress and the weapon is science.

Currently, Mercy Corps is working in partnership with Harvard, Yale and Hashemite  University to measure and understand the effects of Toxic Stress on the young refugee through a series of innovative studies and programs. Working with Syrian youth in Jordan, Mercy Corps views their experience through a “profound stress lens” and is developing programs based on an understanding of their unique experience. The goal is to cultivate an ability to become more self-sufficient while building a social and emotional connection with others through senses, language, sports and art. 

Working with a controlled group of Mercy Corps participants, Harvard University researchers are conducting a series of tests, measuring stress levels and cognitive ability of adolescent refugees. Concurrently, researchers from Yale University have been measuring the cortisol levels, psychological resilience and social/anti-social behavior of these same young people. New studies are examining the multi-generational effects of profound stress. 

To make a dent in the lives of these vast populations displaced and scarred by war, it’s critical that more is provided than just food and shelter. Current neurological and behavioral science offers insights that could have a lasting impact on how we help these children of war to break the cycle of violence.  For peace to be even remotely possible, we will need a generation of young people with the capacity to positively adapt to adversity.  

Our film will explore several fundamental questions: What works? What doesn’t? What have we learned so far and what is yet to be discovered?  Our style will be straightforward and journalistic, with the story told through the words of those immediately involved: Neurological and behavioral teams from Harvard, Yale and Hashemite University; Mercy Corps program developers and coordinators in the U.S. and Jordan; and most of all, the young researchers and humanitarian volunteers.  If there’s hope for the future of refugee children and youth, it’s due in large part to the teams of aid workers and researchers putting science to work for the oppressed and vulnerable.  Our film will tell their story. 
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