Growing Amidst War:

Children & Youth Mental
Health in Armed Conflicts

By Audrey Mc Mahon, MD, FRCPC
Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist
MHPSS in Emergencies Consultant



Educational Objectives

Examine the unique dimensions of children’s mental health and
psychosocial wellbeing in conflict settings through a holistic, socio-
ecological perspective.

Highlight the role of mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) in
humanitarian emergencies and emphasize the need for comprehensive,
multi-level, and multisectoral approaches when addressing the needs of
children exposed to protracted violence and crisis.

Stress the importance of contextualization and cultural adaptation,
drawing on insights from liberation psychology, ethics, advocacy, and
international humanitarian law. ’/g,
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Children & Armed Conflicts

= Disproportionate impact of war on children.

= Often the primary victims of armed conflict.

“Every war is a war
against children.”
- Eglantyne Jebb




Children & Armed Conflicts

= UNICEF: 2024 ‘is one of the worst years in
UNICEF’s history' for children in conflict

= QOver 473 million children—more than 1 in 6 globally—
now live in areas affected by conflict - highest number of
conflicts since World War |l

= Children:

= 30% of global population
= 40% of refugee population
= 49% of IDP (internally displaced people)

= More than 52 million children in countries affected
by conflict are estimated to be out of school.



The effects of war on children

= Children in armed conflicts are frequently deprived of:
= Most basic needs
= Psychologically supportive environments
= QOpportunity for schooling: educational & vocational opportunities
= Resources that promote positive psychosocial development and
mental health
= Physical health (trauma, war injury...)

Marked
contrast with
need & right
to develop in
safe, secure &
predictable
environments

" |nfliction of war and military aggression upon children :

= Violation of their basic human rights: right to life, health, non-
discrimination and equity...

=  With long-term consequences for their developmental potential



" Broad range of stress reactions and symptomes:
Specific fears

Dependent behaviors and regression
Prolonged crying

Lack of interest in the environment

Psychosomatic symptoms

Aggressive behaviors

o o O O O O O

Play affected: emergence of morbid themes, restriction in symbolic play,
social withdrawal

Sleep, eating and toilet training problems

@)

o Concentration problem, forgetfulness



The effects of war on children

= Most common disorders:
= NORMAL REACTIONS

= QOthers:

= Acute stress reactions

= Panic disorders

= Anxiety disorders specific to childhood

= Sleep disorders

= PTSD & depression

= Externalizing symptomes, including behavioral problems, conduct and
oppositional disorders.

= Prevalence Surveys in Humanitarian Settings *

= Unable to distinguish between normal stress reactions and persistent
clinical mental disorders



Stories From Gaza

= War Child published a devastating account following a need assessment
survey conducted with children in June 2024
= 96% of children feel death is imminent,
" 92% of children are not accepting of reality,
= 87% display severe fear,
" 79% suffer from nightmares, o
= 77% of children avoid talking about traumatic events,
= 73% of children exhibit symptoms of aggression,
= 49% of children wish to die because of the war,
= and many more show signs of withdrawal and severe anxiety, alongside
a pervasive sense of hopelessness.

War Child. War Child Shares First Study of Psychological Impact of War on Vulnerable Children of Gaza, War Child shares
first study of psychological impact of war on vulnerable children in Gaza - News - War Child, published June 2024, consulted
May 9t 2025.



https://www.warchild.org.uk/news/war-child-shares-first-study-psychological-impact-war-vulnerable-children-gaza
https://www.warchild.org.uk/news/war-child-shares-first-study-psychological-impact-war-vulnerable-children-gaza
https://www.warchild.org.uk/news/war-child-shares-first-study-psychological-impact-war-vulnerable-children-gaza
https://www.warchild.org.uk/news/war-child-shares-first-study-psychological-impact-war-vulnerable-children-gaza
https://www.warchild.org.uk/news/war-child-shares-first-study-psychological-impact-war-vulnerable-children-gaza
https://www.warchild.org.uk/news/war-child-shares-first-study-psychological-impact-war-vulnerable-children-gaza

Most protective factor

RESILIENCE REQUIRES RELATIONSHIPS

The capacity to adapt and thrive despite adversity develops through the
interaction of supportive relationships.

The reliable presence of at least one supportive relationship and multiple
opportunities for developing effective coping skills that are the essential
building blocks for strengthening the capacity to do well in the face

of significant adversity.

Family and community acceptance: buffer the negative effects of war,
reduce mental disorders and promote psychosocial functioning.


https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/resilience/

Risk 2 e e Protective
Factors ' ' Factors
.

(\J‘ Community
m Family/Caregiver
io
_____ Physical

Cognitive . Development
Development

Social, Spiritual,

Emotional Development




Place Matters: What Surrounds Us Shapes Us

Center on the Developing Child from Harvard University

" <remic Inﬂuenc.eS 111 Er
$aturﬂ Envj r 0z, ;ﬁ— -i_,
§g€- ’?2%
A ® ~ N Ty -
é}&ﬁnwro%ﬁ "K* jus



Place Matters: What Surrounds Us Shapes Us

Center on the Developing Child from Harvard University

Social Environment

The presence or absence of key influences
in a child’s social environment plays an
important role in their development.

Responsive Significant stress Caregiver
relationships and adversity well-being
3v:
Social Community Faith and
connectedness supports cultural traditions
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Place Matters: What Surrounds Us Shapes Us

Center on the Developing Child from Harvard University

Built & Natural Environments

The accessibility and exposure to various influences
in a child’s built and natural environments shape
) their development directly, by influencing their
%_ b developing biological systems, and indirectly, by
T interacting with their environment of relationships.
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Place Matters: What Surrounds Us Shapes Us

Center on the Developing Child from Harvard University

p—
) Systemic Influences
-
ﬁ— % Broader systemic influences such as the ones

listed here shape children’s development
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MHPSS in Humanitarian Emergencies

Key mental health guidelines & interventions for children and youth:

Inter-Agency Standing Committee. IASC Guidelines on MHPSS in Emergency
Settings. IASC Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in
Emergency Settings, 2007 | IASC

UNICEF. Core Commitments for Children. Core Commitments for Children |
UNICEF

MHPSS MSP. Mental Health and Psychosocial Support Minimum Service Package.
Home - MHPSS MSP "\

rMHPSS

MSP
o



https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-task-force-mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-emergency-settings/iasc-guidelines-mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-emergency-settings-2007
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-task-force-mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-emergency-settings/iasc-guidelines-mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-emergency-settings-2007
https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/core-commitments-children
https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/core-commitments-children
https://www.mhpssmsp.org/en
https://www.mhpssmsp.org/en
https://www.mhpssmsp.org/en

Multi-Level Approach

Mental health care by mental
health specialists (psychiatrists,
psychologists, etc)

Basic psychological care by PHC doctors
Basic emotional support and social
support (community workers)

Social & Community Network
Traditional Community Supports

Child-friendly spaces
Advocacy for safe basic services,
socio-culturally appropriate, and
that protects dignity

Mental health and psychosocial support services

Responses suggested Impacts on population due to crises
Professional treatment Severe psychological
for individuals or families disorders

Individual, family or Mild to moderate mental
group interventions Fﬂcznon health disorders

speciali upport

Psychosocial Mild psychological dis-

support activities Com and tress (natural reactions
famil ports to crisis event)

Fulfilling basic General population
needs, providing Basicgservices affected by crisis

security and'security

Source: This illustration is based on the intervention pyramid for mental health and psychosocial support in
emergencies in the IASC Guidelines (2007).



Multi-Sectoral Approach

Food Security Health Logistics

WFP & FAO WHO WFP
Child
Protection
Emergency Nutrition
Telecommunications UNICEF
W,
GBV
Education Protection
UNICEF & Save UNHCR
the Children nl'
elie : :
or Mine Action
Early recovery Shelter
UNDP IFRC/UNHCR
Housing




MHPSS in Humanitarian Emergencies

MHPSS & Protection = Specialized Psychological and
= Child Friendly Spaces Psychiatric Services
= Child Protection Networks = |ntegration into Health
Educational support Systems (primary health care,
= Emergency Education Programs community mental health
= Psychosocial Support in Schools center)
"= Non-formal education = Scalable psychological
Strengthening Family Support interventions

= Parental Support and Parenting Programs = Task-shifting : mhGAP program

=  Family Tracing and Reunification
Addressing specific vulnerabilities

= Gender-sensitive Approaches

= Children with disabilities
Community-Based Interventions

= Community Engagement

= Peer Support Programs
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Needed positive shift

Emphasis on “traumatization”, pathology, and
treatment

Normalization of stress responses & emphasis on children’s
resilience and capabilities

Children and adolescents as passive & helpless

Children & adolescents as active agents in response & recovery

Over-dependence on referral to mental health
experts/external specialists

Empowering caregivers, teachers, community members and
trained humanitarian workers to respond to children’s distress

Lack of specialised services for children

Investment in scalable psychological interventions for children
& adolescents

One-size-fits-all approach

Improved attention to diversity (e.g. gender, disability,
life-course approach, chronological age vs developmental stage)

Fragmented services & focus on individuals in
isolation

Improved communication between Child Protection, Education,
Health and others — Layered, interconnected systems







Reflection on liberation psychology &

orofessional ethics

Liberation psychology, developed by Ignacio Martin-Baro,
emerged in Latin America during times of political repression. It's
a framework that challenges traditional Western psychology’s
individualistic focus and instead centers collective experience,
historical context, and social justice. It contextualizes trauma and
situates it within systems of oppression and recognizes that
psychological suffering is a response to a real, ongoing threat. It
focuses on collective healing and empowerment; it links the
personal and the political and encourages critical reflexivity for
the therapist about his/her own positionality in the system of
oppression.



Reflection on IHL

A question that keeps coming back is how does non-compliance
with international humanitarian law worsen the mental health
consequences for the children in armed conflicts?

On a clinical level, this particularly involves creating spaces where
children can tell their stories through narrative exercises,
storytelling, drawing, theater, or any other tools available to the
child.

Concretely, the maintenance of international humanitarian law
should be defended at all costs, as it is one of the guarantors of

mental health, an essential pillar of individual and collective
reconstruction.
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Considerations for training

PLOS MENTAL HEALTH

OPINION

Equipping the next generation of clinicians for
addressing conflict mental health: A role for
Geopsychiatry

Joseph El-Khoury'*, Audrey McMahon?, Fatema Kazem®, Mia Atoui*, Joao
Mauricio Castaldelli-Maia®, Joana Corréa de Magalhaes Narvaez®, Julio Torales’,
Myrna Lashley ®, Mike Campbell =%, Michael Liebrenz'®, Alexander Smith»"?,
Yunyu Xiao'", Albert Persaud'?

1 Department of Psychiatry United Arab Emirates University, Al Ain, United Arab Emirates, 2 Doctors
Without Borders, Montreal, Canada, 3 Kuwait University, Kuwait City, Kuwait, 4 Embrace, Bairut, Lebanon,
5 Department of Psychiatry, University of Sao Paulo, Sao Paulo, Brazil, 6 Universidade Federal de Ciéncias
da Saude de Porto Alegre (UFCSPA), Porto Alegre, Brazil, 7 Department of Medical Psychology, National
University of Asuncion, School of Medical Sciences, San Lorenzo, Paraguay, 8 Division of Trans-Cultural
Psychiatry, Department of Medicine, McGill University, Montreal, Canada, 9 Faculty of Medical Sciences,
University of the West Indies, Cave Hill, Barbados, 10 Department of Forensic Psychiatry, University of Bem,
Bemn, Switzerland, 11 New York-Presbyterian Department of Population Health Sciences Department of
Psychiatry, Weill Cornell Medicine, New York, New York, United States of America, 12 Institute of Psychiatry,
Psychology & Neuroscience: Kings College, London, United Kingdom

m * Jkhoury @thevalensclinic.ae, joelkhoury @yahoo.com

Check for
updates

The past two decades have seen a surge in violent conflicts worldwide, leading to 238,000 conflict-
related fatalities in 2022 alone [ 1]. This challenges the perception that conflict is limited to ‘unsta-
ble’ regions, highlighting its global reach. Active wars in Ukraine, Sudan and Palestine have
drawn attention onto conflicts even further. Beyond immediate death tolls, the enduring psycho-
& openaccess social impacts are profound, with conditions like Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) affecting
Citation: El-Khoury J, McMahon A, Kazem F, Atoui miillions [2, 3]. During its last World Health Assembly, the World Health Organization approved

M, Castaldelli-Maia JM, Corréa de Magalhdes a crucial resolution to integrate mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) across all stages *

i ;all'. (204 qu e "mm of emergencies, including conflicts, disasters, and humanitarian crises. The distant and recent "

generain _C'mclans r aiesaing cniict experience from conflict zones raises doubt on whether local healthcare systems and external MEDECINS

mental health: A role for Geopsychiatry. PLOS ; % B 3 T §7 SANS FRONTIERES
Ment Health 1(3): 20000094, hitps://doi o1 interventions have the needed skills and experience to deliver in times of crisis [4].

10.1371/journal. pmen.0000094



Conclusion

“l never have been in despair about the world. I’ve been enraged by it. |
don’t think I’'m in despair. | can’t afford despair. | can’t tell my nephew, my
niece. You can’t tell the children there’s no hope.”

- James Balwin -




MHPSS for children & families

n The Childen end Families Ment- X | 4
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tps/fwimvmhpss.net/toc kit/children-ar iee-colizcion

bar

Manage favorites now

The Children and
Families Mental Health
and Psychosocial
Support Resource
Collection

"The aim of this collection of resources is to provide practitioners, policy-makers
and others who work to support children and families with a easy-to-aceess, first-
stap repository when they need to find materials to support their efforts across the
programme cyele and beyond.”

€) Ananda Galappatti, Co-Director (Strategy)
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Browse the repositary by sectors

GENERAL MHPSS

FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION

PEACEBUILDING AND HUMAN
RIGHTS

MIGRATION, DISPLACEMENT
AND PEOPLE ON THE MOVE

farnlies-ohps: resource-collection

Browse Toolkit

CHILD PROTECTION

ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT/SOCIAL
PROTECTION

GENDER EQUITY AND INCLUSION

Browse the repositary by programming areas / phases

HEALTH

CLIMATE CHANGE
ADAPTATION/DISASTER
REDUCTION

SPORTS, RECREATION, AR1
CULTURE
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Browse the repositary by programm
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ADVOCACY AND POLICY

MONITORING AND EVALUATION

CARE FOR STAFF AND
VOLUNTEERS

| CAPACITY-STRENGTHENING

COORDINATION, MAPPING AND
REFERRAL
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Save the Children

Psychological First Aid Training
Manual for Child Practitioners
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* What might you [caregivers] be experiencing?

* What can you do to help yourself?

* What might children in your care be experiencing?
* How can you support children & teenagers?

Safety

Care, praise, appreciation

Talking & spending time together
Play & exercise

Maintaining routine

Helping teenagers cope

O 0O 0 0O 0 O

» Specific issues (grief, panic, aggression etc.)

* Specific circumstances (evacuation, on the road)
* Messages for teenagers

* Relaxation exercises

* When to look for extra help

Available via mhpss.net and the MHPSS MSP platform
Languages: En, Fr, Ar, Sp, Uk, Po, SI, Ru, Cz, Arm
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Far quick access, place youw favesiies here on the favorites bar. Manags s now
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mhpss-message-bank-for-those-caring-for-children-and-adolescents-2%-aug-22_en_uk_pl_sk_fr_sp ]
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English

1. Caring for yourself and for children during an
emergency

5 1.1 What might you be experiencing?

Yo may find Thar you become upset or angry mare than you used to, and

. vour meed may change suddanly. You may feel nervous, werrled, ar

overwhelmed,

. ¥OU may Teel deprassa and 056 INTEMSSE in BUSMy 2y aCTRINES.

‘ol may have receated vivid memories of your sxperiences, These
rmemeries con cause ractions in your body such as a rapid heartbeat or
TwEATNE.

‘o may Tiod it difficult to concentrate or make decisions, or bacome mare
easly confused, Your sleep and eating pattems may alsa be disupted.

ll of these things may afiec how you cars for children you sre logking
after.

1.2 What can you do to help yourseli?

Femember, you do not have to be 3 perfect caregiver every day, During

L emengencies, even sugporting your child's basic needs can be a challenge,

docs google.com spreadshestsd/ 1 BnkaDGweq M7 OSTRKLT

Ukrainian
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1. NopBaii npo cee | gited i, dac
HaAsBKYaRHol cHTyauil

1.1 llo B mowseTe BinuyeaTH?
B MDWETE TIOUWTHTH, L0 SACATHYETECR S50 AnHTECS
uaCTIie, Wik ZASEAUAR, 8 B3I HEETAIA MOMKE PANTBE0
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Palish

1. Zadhbaj o sieble | dzieci w sytuac]i zagrotenia

1.1 Ceepo moiesz dosviadozac?
WM02ES CaseIe] niz 2aTwyeaa) odezuad smutek Iub Hos,
midess ted dodwiaters naghyeh wahah nastroju. Matesz

MHITVGD, B MOHETE
CrypBBaHIAM 360 NpAHIGEHHM.

B4t MOHETE B UYEAT CUMTTOMM JI2NDECH | ETHAUATIA
4TEPEC A0 LOARHHD! AJAREHOCT

¥ 832 MGHKTL SHHHKETY MOSTORHI CUHl
nepemmBann TOM, Wo sam goaenace nepen, Tasi
CTIOMAAMN CYTIPOBCIMYHITECR PRAKIIAMA TS, 30KDEMA
Bam maie Oy Tr CKNANAG CROHUEHTRYBITHCA Ta
FIEMETH DILBHHA, Bl MOHETE ByTr posryGnanmm,
PAOMTS B ATYBATHOA NOMYILBHHA CHY TA X[MOBSK
R

BCR Uz 1a0ikE BIINASATH HA QITEH, 50 ARMMH B
HarmazeTE.

1.2 lfn s monzate 3pobims, 36w fonomarT cofi?
Fanaw'ATEATE, WO 81 HE NOBKHHI GyTH LoEanbweam
QiKY HOM LIOAHR, T8 UaE HELSBMUBAHOT CHTyauT,

odcauwat . niepak) luts et wrazenie
prayttacaenia,

MO2ES OUCILNEE PrIVEReBienie | FACE Zainteas owanie
codzianmymi czymnosciam,

Wspamnienia pressyt moga sowracat w camis

wielaksotnie, o obrazy mag bye Bardzo fywe | intenaywne.

M0Za ez wywohywat razkcie v Twolm nels, takis sk
Iiozesa mie iruchasc 1 koncentracy, podejmawaniem
decyz]! lub czesie] trac pactucle pewnosd, Zaburzeniy
MOg UleE takIe (YT ShU | DA uEANIE.

Wazysthle te czynnlkl mogs wiphrwad na o |2k zamujest s

drimimi bedarymi pod Twojg opieks.
1.2 Jak morew sobia pomoc?

Pamigtal, £2 e musisz byé zawsa Idealnym opiekunem, W

sytuacjach Zgrosenia nawet zaspokojenie padstawowych
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Espariol

1. Cuidar de si mismo
una emergencia

1.1 Hwé puede estar exper
€2 pasible que se aftere 0 58
que su estan de Anima s
que se slenta nervinss, preo

Puade sentrse deprimida
acthvidades cotdianss.

£2 posible que tenga recusr:
experiencias. Estas recuerdc
&n &l cuems, coma acelerac
Puede que le resulte dificil
destsiones, 0 que 52 confunt

e suefio y alimentacicn tan |

Todo esto pueds afectar la fi
que Hiene & 3u cargn.

1.2 jysé pucda haces para
Recuerde gue no tene que :
Ios dias, Durante |as emerge



Key resources : Scalable Psychological

Interventions for Children& Youth

Early Adolescent
Skills for Emotions
(EASE)

Group psychological help for young adolescents
affected by distress in communities exposed to adversity

Generic field-trial version 1.0, 2023
Series on Low.Intemicy Prychological interventoms - &

{72y World Health unicef @
(%7 Organization Torsverychitl

2 .
‘;_ . mhGAP

THINKING HEALTHY

A manual for psychosocial management of perinatal depression

@} World Health
@2 Organization

NFA 5:[

BLOOM: Building Lifelong
OppOrtunities for Mental health! unicef &

for every (2h||l_j

(Forthcoming)
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