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

2. 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.

3. Stress the importance of contextualization and cultural adaptation, 
drawing on insights from liberation psychology, ethics, advocacy, and 
international humanitarian law.

Educational Objectives



 Disproportionate impact of war on children.

 Often the primary victims of armed conflict.

Children & Armed Conflicts

“Every war is a war 
against children.”

- Eglantyne Jebb



 UNICEF: 2024 ‘is one of the worst years in 
UNICEF’s history' for children in conflict
 Over 473 million children—more than 1 in 6 globally—

now live in areas affected by conflict - highest number of 
conflicts since World War II

 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.

Children & Armed Conflicts



 Children in armed conflicts are frequently deprived of:
 Most basic needs
 Psychologically supportive environments
 Opportunity for schooling: educational & vocational opportunities
 Resources that promote positive psychosocial development and 

mental health
 Physical health (trauma, war injury…)

 Infliction 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

The effects of war on children

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

predictable 
environments



 Broad range of stress reactions and symptoms:
o Specific fears
o Dependent behaviors and regression
o Prolonged crying
o Lack of interest in the environment
o Psychosomatic symptoms
o Aggressive behaviors
o Play affected: emergence of morbid themes, restriction in symbolic play, 

social withdrawal
o Sleep, eating and toilet training problems
o Concentration problem, forgetfulness

The effects of war on children



 Most common disorders:
 NORMAL REACTIONS

 Others:
 Acute stress reactions
 Panic disorders
 Anxiety disorders specific to childhood
 Sleep disorders
 PTSD & depression
 Externalizing symptoms, including behavioral problems, conduct and 

oppositional disorders.

 Prevalence Surveys in Humanitarian Settings *
 Unable to distinguish between normal stress reactions and persistent 

clinical mental disorders

The effects of war on children



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,
 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.

Stories From Gaza

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 9th 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


 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.

 * Mother and 2-year-old baby in South Sudan.

Most protective factor

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


Socio-ecological framework



Place Matters: What Surrounds Us Shapes Us 
Center on the Developing Child from Harvard University
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 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

MHPSS in Humanitarian Emergencies

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

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

Social & Community Network
Traditional Community Supports 
Child-friendly spaces

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

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



Multi-Sectoral Approach



 MHPSS & Protection
 Child Friendly Spaces
 Child Protection Networks

 Educational support
 Emergency Education Programs
 Psychosocial Support in Schools
 Non-formal education

 Strengthening Family Support
 Parental Support and Parenting Programs
 Family Tracing and Reunification

 Addressing specific vulnerabilities
 Gender-sensitive Approaches
 Children with disabilities

 Community-Based Interventions
 Community Engagement
 Peer Support Programs

MHPSS in Humanitarian Emergencies

 Specialized Psychological and 
Psychiatric Services
 Integration into Health 

Systems (primary health care, 
community mental health 
center)

 Scalable psychological 
interventions

 Task-shifting : mhGAP program



Needed positive shift



Contextualization & Cultural adaptations



Reflection on liberation psychology & 
professional ethics

Liberation psychology, developed by Ignacio Martín-Baró, 
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.



Considerations for training



“I never have been in despair about the world. I’ve been enraged by it. I 
don’t think I’m in despair. I can’t afford despair. I can’t tell my nephew, my 

niece. You can’t tell the children there’s no hope.”

- James Balwin -

Conclusion



Resources on MHPSS for children & families



Key Resources: PFA & Storybooks



Key resources : The Message Bank



Key resources : Scalable Psychological 
Interventions for Children& Youth
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