
WHO EMRO  |  WHO in Syria capacitates community workers to launch a campaign on psychosocial support to parents and caregivers in the context of COVID-19

    

  

18 April 2021 - In Syria, approximately one in 10 people is expected to be living with a mild to
moderate mental health condition, while 1 in 30 is likely to suffer from a more severe condition.
Prolonged exposure to conflict increased the prevalence of mental health conditions. COVID-19
has added more strain to the mental wellbeing of families in Syria. In 2020 only, WHO provided
over 220 thousand mental health consultations and services through integrated
community-based services – either through mobile clinics or through family wellbeing centres
across the country.

  

In 2020, WHO Syria, as a member of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee Reference Group
on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in Emergency Settings (IASC MHPSS RG),
supported the development of “ My Hero is You ”, a story telling book for children. The project
was supported by global, regional and country based experts from member agencies of the
IASC MHPSS RG, in addition to parents, caregivers, teachers and children in 104 countries.
The book was designed to support children and parents who had anxieties and fears associated
with COVID-19. In a short time, “My Hero is You” gained so much popularity, that it was
translated into many languages  of the world,
including Arabic.

  

WHO Syria’s Mental Health team went further to adapt the book as a colouring book . The
team believed in the healing power of innovative and interactive interventions, such as arts, on
children and on families. The Syrian adaptation in English and Arabic are now available for the
global audience on the 
IASC website
.

  

To make the colouring book available to children and families in Syria who in its majority do not
have access to online resources in rural places, WHO Syria printed out the publication in the
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https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/adaptations-my-hero-you-country-level-initiatives
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-reference-group-mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-emergency-settings/my-hero-you-storybook-children-covid-19
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/my-hero-you-colouring-books
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/my-hero-you-colouring-books
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framework of the Regional Solidarity Initiative and plans to distribute them in two pilot districts in
Rural Damascus. Through 10 outreach teams of community workers from two NGOs, mainly,
Inaash Al-Fakeer Association and Al-Qutayfah Association, WHO Syria plans to reach
communities – parents, caregivers and children. The NGOs will not only distribute the colouring
book and crayons to children, but will also provide psycho-social support sessions to parents
and caregivers and teach them how to talk to children who have fears.

  

NGOs, with the support of the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour, and
WHO will implement the campaign to deliver mental health and psycho-social support
messages about how to cope with stress and how to enhance wellbeing for oneself and others.
The campaign will also provide direct services with a special focus on combating the dual social
stigma related to mental health and COVID-19 response.

  

Prior to the campaign launch, from 4 to 15 April 2021, NGO outreach teams of about 80
volunteers underwent training by WHO on COVID-19 response focusing on risk communication
and community engagement (RCCE), infection prevention and control (IPC), mental health and
psycho-social support (MHPSS), as well as basic psycho-social skills for COVID-19 responders
as mandated by the updated version of WHO Clinical Management Guideline .

  

“As adults, we sometimes forget how hard it is being a child. When we see an adolescent, who
has difficulties at school, we may think he does not put extra efforts to study, or it is natural for
adolescents to behave this way. But what we do not realize oftentimes is that the child may be
going through a mental health crisis. We need to help those children to overcome the stress and
we can start by simply asking “How can I help you?”. It is a powerful question indeed to start the
conversation and listen to the child,” said Latif, 30-year-old primary teacher who participated at
the training.

  

Another participant, twenty-nine-year-old Majdi from Rural Damascus said, “This training has
taught me to pose the question as “How can I help?” as opposed to “What’s wrong with you?”

  

“Mental health remains one of the most neglected areas of public health. This training provides
me with a lot of essential information to help children to cope with their fears in the context of
COVID-19” said Hwazen (30 years old, doctor) one of the participants.
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https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-nCoV-clinical-2021-1
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Many Syrian adults report that their and their children’s well-being and future potential constitute
the greatest source of stress. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has added to their already
shattered mental health.

  

“People of Syria share how the war dramatically affected their lives and psychological wellbeing.
Thus, mental health services are key to building resilience and positive coping strategies for
children, adolescents and adults,” said Dr Akjemal Magtymova, Head of Mission and WHO
Representative in Syria.

  

Now, that the community volunteers are empowered and capacitated, they will launch the
campaign using “My Hero is You” colouring book and reaching around five thousand children,
hundreds of parents and caregivers and school health educators in the Rural Damascus
governorate. Awareness raising sessions on COVID-19 prevention measures and coping with
stress strategies will be part of the campaign, as well as focus group discussions with parents
and caregivers and dedicated sessions with children, all of which will lead to empowering
communities in Syria and strengthening their resilience and mental health.

  Related link
  

Mental health and psychosocial support
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