
Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in 
context of humanitarian emergencies: what 
should humanitarian health actors know?
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IASC Guidelines: Inclusive framework: mental 
health and psychosocial support covers both
IASC Guidelines: Inclusive framework: mental 
health and psychosocial support covers both

Composite definition

 protecting or promoting psychosocial well-being

and/or    

preventing or treating mental disorder. 

MH        PS
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Basic services and security

Community and family supports

Clinical
services 

Focused psychosocial 
supports

Strengthening community and 
family supports

Social considerations in 
basic services and security

Advocacy for good 
humanitarian practice: 
basic services that are 
safe, socially appropriate
and that protect dignity

Activating social networks

Supportive child-friendly 
spaces

Basic emotional and practical
support to selected individuals or 
families

Clinical mental health care (whether 
by PHC staff or by mental health 
professionals)

Intervention pyramid (Adapted from IASC 2007)Intervention pyramid (Adapted from IASC 2007)
Examples:
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Key things to rememberKey things to remember

 Participation

 MHPSS is based on human rights principles

 MHPSS is not only about mental disorders and not only
about PTSD

 Do Not label the population as traumatized

 Engage multiple sectors

 Always think of how to strengthen the system as a whole
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ACTION BY THE HEALTH SYSTEMACTION BY THE HEALTH SYSTEM
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Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

1. Coordinate mental health and psychosocial support 
across sectors
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in humanitarian crisis in line with the IASC 
MHPSS Guidelines

Humanitarian Coordinator / Government leader / WHO

Incident  Management Team

Partners
Coordination

MHPSS role
MHPSS TWGs

Risk Communication 
& Community 
Engagement

MHPSS role
Developing and 
disseminating 

message on stress 
coping and 

psychosocial 
wellbeing for 

different groups.

Operations & 
others

MHPSS role
Psychosocial 
wellbeing of 

health 
workforce and 

other 
responders.

in WHO Public Health Emergencies

Case 
management

MHPSS role
Integrating mental 

health and 
psychosocial 

considerations into 
clinical case 

management and 
essential health 

services.

MHPSS Cross-sectoral Technical Working Group 
with MHPSS focal points in all relevant the pillars

Humanitarian Coordinator / Government leader

Inter-sector Coordination Group 

Health sector Protection 
sector

(with Child 
Protection, Gender 
Based Violence and 
Mine Action AoRs)

Education, 
Nutrition, CCCM 

and other 
sectors

MHPSS Cross-sectoral Working Group 

(with focal points in each of the sectors and with accountability in sectors. MHPSS 
activities to appear as relevant within Appeal chapters, rather than in a separate 

stand-alone Appeal chapter)

Continuation 
of essential 

health 
services

MHPSS role
Continuation of 

essential 
mental, 

neurological 
and substance 
use services.

Coordination of MHPSS
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Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

2. Ensure interventions are developed on the basis of 
identified needs and resources.



IASC (2013). Mental Health and Psychosocial 
Support Assessment Guide

WHO/UNHCR (2012). Assessing Mental Health 
and Psychosocial Needs and resources: Toolkit 
for humanitarian settings

MHPSS assessment resources

CONSIDERATIONS FOR MHPSS ASSESSMENTS DURING COVID-19
IASC Technical Note: Linking Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) and Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MHPSS). 

Annex B: Considerations for MHPSS Assessments during COVID-19.
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What about surveys to assess rates of mental disorders? 

• Challenging, resource-intensive, controversial 

• Difficulty distinguishing disorder from distress or transient stress; 
can lead to inaccurate results

• Significant expertise required

• Well conducted surveys may be part of comprehensive response 
(beyond minimum response needed)

Popular but often problematic
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Conduct brief site visit, interview PHC managers 
and health staff, and assess:

• Staff number and competencies

• Number and type of cases

• Referral system

• Availability of psychotropic medications

WHO/UNHCR 2012 MHPSS Assessment Toolkit, Tool 5:
Checklist for integrating mental health in primary health care (PHC) in humanitarian settings
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Example: Number and types of mental health cases recorded per month 
at camp health facilities, Ethiopia (Dollo Ado Camps)

Source: IMC Ethiopia (2013) IMC Ethiopia Baseline Mental Health Situational Analysis Dollo Ado Somali Refugee Camps Data from basic health information systems 
is shown from the three Somali refugee camps of Bokolmayo (B), Melkadida (M) and Kobe (K).
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• 4Ws: Who does what where until when

• Contains codes and sub-codes for 11 types of 
interventions that agencies do across sectors

• Helps with coordination, referral 

• Demystifies MHPSS by creating a common 
language 

4Ws MHPSS Mapping



Example: 4Ws MHPSS Mapping in South Sudan
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Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

3. Enable community members including marginalized 
people to strengthen community self-help and social 
support

4. Ensure that community workers, including volunteers, as 
well as staff at health services offer psychological first aid 
to people in acute distress after exposure to extreme 
stressors
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Promote self help to 
cope with stressors 

Benefit from wide 
range of translation 

and adaptations 
available and 

disseminate to 
families with children

Use WHO repository of 
MHPSS risk 

communication messages

Use social media 
and adapt to local 

context
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Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

5. Ensure that there is at least one staff member at every 
health facility who manages diverse, severe mental health 
problems in adults and children. 
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Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

6. Make psychological interventions available when 
possible for people impaired by prolonged distress
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Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

7. Address the safety, basic needs and rights of people 
with mental health problems in institutions.

8. Minimize harm related to alcohol and drugs
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Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

Sphere Handbook mental health standard: 
9 key actions

9. As part of early recovery, initiate plans to develop a 
sustainable community mental health system.

 Afghanistan

 Burundi

 Indonesia

 Iraq

 Jordan

 Kosovo

 Somalia

 Sri Lanka

 Timor-Leste

 West Bank and Gaza Strip
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Key resources to keep in mindKey resources to keep in mind


