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Abstract 

Purpose: This study investigates the impact of humanitarian relief on mental health and 

psychosocial support in Chikwawa, Malawi, exploring how the prioritisation of physical aid 

hinders the recognition and treatment of psychological trauma. 

Methodology: This qualitative study, conducted using the Multidimensional MHL Framework, 

involved semi-structured interviews with 27 survivors and 7 stakeholders in Chikwawa. This 

involved individual and family interviews with survivors' families and disaster recovery 

specialists. Data were transcribed from Chichewa into English prior to manual thematic analysis, 

with a focus on indigenous knowledge and institutional gaps. 

Findings: Results show a significant "literacy gap," with only 14.1% of participants correctly 

identifying clinical mental health disorders. Survivors are "literacy-locked" by a "material-first" 

relief paradox, in which urgent needs for food and shelter preclude engagement in mental health. 

Systemic neglect is evident, as literature shows that only 0.3% of national health facilities offer 

formal mental health services. Despite this, the indigenous philosophy of Umunthu, which 

emphasizes collective humanity, family and church-based coping strategies, remains a vital 

resource for psychosocial support. 

Unique Contribution to Theory, Practice and Policy: The study contributes to the advancement 

of knowledge by refining frameworks and explaining phenomena. It also informs practice by 

improving frontline methods and tools for direct application. By decisions, influencing guidelines 

and resource allocation the study influences policies.  

Keywords: Mental Health Literacy, Chikwawa, Malawi, Natural Disasters, Humanitarian Relief, 

Psychological First Aid. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Natural disasters are not only physical crises but also profound psychosocial emergencies. Across 

Sub-Saharan Africa, climate-related events such as floods, droughts, and cyclones have become 

more frequent and severe. This makes shelter and infrastructure restoration central to disaster 

response, often at the expense of psychological support. This article examines how humanitarian 

relief inadvertently impedes mental health literacy and intervention in disaster-affected 

communities, drawing on empirical insights from Chikwawa District, one of Malawi’s most 

climate-vulnerable regions. Through qualitative interview data, the study highlights the systemic 

neglect of psychosocial recovery. Drawing on survivor and stakeholder perspectives, it argues for 

a paradigm shift toward integrated relief models in which structured psychological support 

accompanies humanitarian relief.  

In March 2023, the arrival of Tropical Cyclone Freddy redefined the scale of disaster in Malawi. 

The storm, which set records for its longevity and intensity, triggered unprecedented mudslides 

and flooding across the Southern region. Approximately 2.2 million people were affected, with 

over 650,000 displaced to temporary evacuation camps (Kangoma et al., 2023). In Chikwawa, 

Malawi, many villages were submerged, and public and private infrastructure was destroyed, 

leaving residents vulnerable and without access to basic human needs.  

Chikwawa District, in Malawi's Lower Shire Valley, is among the most climate-vulnerable 

landscapes in Sub-Saharan Africa. The district is frequently subjected to extreme weather events, 

ranging from prolonged droughts to catastrophic flash floods. According to Khendlo et al. (2025), 

Chikwawa's location makes it a natural drainage basin, so even moderate rainfall in the highlands 

can cause devastating floods in the district. The floods and other natural disasters, such as cyclones, 

lead to the complete collapse of the local livelihood system rather than a temporary setback. This 

persistent instability has produced a population in a continual state of recovery, with recovery 

efforts remaining narrowly focused on material needs. 

2. RESEARCH PROBLEM 

The central issue examined in this article is the humanitarian sector's systemic failure to address 

the need for mental health literacy during and after natural disasters. In Malawi, current relief 

frameworks primarily acknowledge physical suffering in the disaster environment. This approach 

can create a barrier to survivors accessing psychological support. Understanding this dilemma 

through empirical insights from Chikwawa is essential to inform future scholarship and to adopt a 

framework that intentionally integrates humanitarian relief and psychological support during 

natural disasters. 
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 Methodology of Literature Identification 

The literature for this review was identified through an electronic search of peer-reviewed journal 

articles, grey literature, and policy documents published between 2018 and 2026. The databases 

included PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Inclusion criteria required that studies address 

mental health interventions and humanitarian relief in the recovery phase following natural 

disasters. Exclusion criteria included opinion pieces, editorials, and studies not available in 

English. 

3.2 Disasters and Mental Health: The Global Evidence 

The link between natural disasters and long-term mental health outcomes is well-documented in 

both international and local databases. Systematic mapping reviews indicate that survivors of 

major natural disasters like floods experience high rates of PTSD, depression, and generalised 

anxiety (Fernández et al., 2015). The indirect psychological impacts of disaster-induced economic 

instability and livelihood disruption often manifest as prolonged grief and hopelessness (Mpheza, 

2023). Despite empirical evidence of a correlation between natural disasters and mental health 

needs, recovery interventions remain focused on humanitarian relief, leaving the associated mental 

health crisis to worsen. This oversight contributes to a ripple effect in which unaddressed 

psychological trauma exacerbates existing vulnerabilities and impedes long-term recovery efforts 

(Raphela, 2025). This pervasive issue highlights a significant gap in humanitarian aid frameworks, 

in which mental health and psychosocial support often receive inadequate attention relative to 

immediate physical needs, despite robust evidence of their importance in post-disaster recovery 

and resilience-building (Abidi, 2024; Dickson et al., 2024). This disregard for psychological well-

being is particularly problematic given the documented increase in the frequency and intensity of 

climate-related disasters worldwide. It is estimated that during natural disasters, 20–40% 

experience mild psychological symptoms and 30–50% suffer from moderate to severe issues 

(Mahmud et al., 2021).  

3.3 Mental Health Intervention: The Sub-Saharan African Context 

Research from South Africa indicates that after natural disasters, women in low-income settings 

show significant increases in emotional distress and clinical PTSD (Nöthling et al., 2023). Despite 

these findings, regional disaster management remains predominantly focused on infrastructure and 

material and physical health. This approach overlooks the profound mental health consequences, 

particularly for vulnerable populations such as women, who face elevated risks of PTSD and 

anxiety following such events (Joshi & Kumar, 2020; Kangoma et al., 2023; Nöthling et al., 2023). 

Moreover, there is a significant mental health literacy gap in the region, with young adults in 

Malawi demonstrating particularly low scores in identifying mental health disorders (Chitalah et 

al., 2024). This gap exacerbates the challenges in addressing the mental health impacts of extreme 

https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=z%3AlVbNchw1EHZSlSpOHKkUHBA3Arvr%2FUu85ubElYSQpFLZUD5rRj0z8mqkQdLszy1w4QV4Fqp85sQLcOBp%2BFqza69jnILD7sxI%2FfN199ct%2FXxxcLdwXpfa3lUr5xcXB59WMgvRyzxu7v311DingpCehLa5Jxm0LfEqCk8%2FtWTzjZBWiVpudvskYkXC67AQMCxo3ZDXEGQ9ql3UzkojlIYLCqEH9bWmuOkJRQ2vYD%2BZfPNufjoQ72BL6lq4AmZ1ECG2aiNWMojooBHJ19p2LmkdyUaWVLKWJfWEcexA2%2FPWdzAVyVgJeGlNZDyFd7UouhBjJaGc5633pDhCVpDetXiw%2BVzHDRs%2FbX0mbU%2FMXQtbJ4XXuWQn4qTx2ojxcDzmoKAbgsu1jLCWV9KWFFiqBkbEX5E0UEfEfY6kcSH2t0DYNaCv%2Bkioq0kEigx2IOa0hPKmHytPJFbYsyKjuCI8GSFiDoxwNEv%2Bpw97HKpWu4qxeSGLgnJg4ux86ALJWlGqNPK61LQCdASFKgIie9gi7LKUML26Fk6N%2Brfw2Znx1CDfsLHS2Ht03BWRxNFkC161bCStXSXgyruQxmE7aUsBtgUmj5UatjtPqYas1PdkkivQzSUIA%2FES1WeX2hZegm1tHrEhvjYyX0BS5jnYlmgEOws2tYIJ3xNkkCGUFQXvMc9DBSY7ZCx3rVHCuijQHksyrMw90xOVBEkc2Jn6AGhDRQbGUiGu1EqKonL4ACwQhywn04tC1tpsHiRaS%2BaE0nnEOqT28tKRiM0bEMGk2G42VEe9rqcG4rkuK6C4UtiW08u2lpfJ6sq1x9eU8qrT3UPwMb%2BXvpjSnTgnDXADgS3cPCk8E9x%2F8HQZwFkiyo60IttAakk%2BVeYD8ylw2ApIXerUbZQ8u5atseRlZjAqOipLpXTUS36BPUyt641JyWOKtSP9QLzxDjMxqTQNv1cgOtNHYwTpUO2orOsGcleaAgON1w1Uja4YNfa6DsBEs0SK6Qj0ewkAnzWyzTicBw4esBlAOi5UwsZAdGoohI5VsuBHvs2Rd8uu769HFdqmgbkBWoDJT%2BoURSgxsh71h9M6d5DFNPXf28JdHNwrJSac8%2BG96UJ6ip%2FzajyYTEmH0NJdijoaWn914vMKeFK6uoqF3WR4njwXS2famu5%2F0Vw6eelyCXMXB3d0g8n1lsmNw0gX2of4Biv3%2F6wM%2Bja9%2Fm1Yz%2BushUr4FXLKyprli6559Os%2Ffo%2BVQchUAolVL6TVyjtDBzeF6ZnOstAJFidWeVrdJnp%2BJlNlo7OdfPZycJts8UyXMpOdXDsHs2WmgwbnnrVlayhW7a2qZ9oYuXVRzXF%2BWWjfJl2dZF5Wst6GUL6WRLWsbjX%2BglYL2sX7lolrOtlcq4BC58rp9eej4WA0HB4dBvxNjvrD8aQ%2FHE1m0%2F4EPZ7Z9%2FgP9hc9mk6m%2FdFs9IjfHvZHo%2BG4cg1hFtB6cTadzGazo%2BPj4bFqaq2qydHx7Bjf54kwiW%2Fn4NsEev3xuG7azKB1dpS7k5Cvv5xjTKGSXsxzvjrQt49b3Dt4ur3CbJQLDBzX%2Bpx%2B9GZ9WsXYhO8OD1H8xSBsNQc41w6ZM2DhYaOKw9ujG2C7DG0WNw0nbSF91Lmhd%2Fi8gxlHrvhBW7W%2FTCC22UDW4Iwg9XjzBLeE%2BBnmYIFByk14hlMhpNX7D7ZN8tuTy%2Fn9f69B3T3l5l3haoDDaDdQ9g%2F8fzngeXn%2F4qI46E8wQM36m10eQYaB8%2BVHMvYP
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weather events, which are increasingly prevalent in Sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in Malawi, 

resulting in chronic psychological distress, anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder.  

3.4 Mental Health Literacy in Malawi 

Malawi’s mental health landscape is characterised by a severe lack of resources and a profound 

literacy gap. MHL is the foundational knowledge required to recognise, manage, or prevent mental 

disorders (Furnham & Swami, 2018). Recent assessments of young adults in rural and urban 

Malawi reveal that while 48% of the population acknowledges the problem of mental illness in 

their community, only 14.1% can specify which illness it is (Chitalah et al., 2024). This diagnostic 

ambiguity underscores a critical deficit in mental health interventions that exacerbates the burden 

of untreated mental disorders within the population (Cox et al., 2023). In Malawi, the prevalence 

of depression has been reported to be between 19% and 30% among adult primary care attendees 

(Chima et al., 2023). This prevalence shows an urgent need for enhanced mental health 

interventions in Malawi, especially in the disaster-prone areas.  

This lack of knowledge is a primary barrier to help-seeking. If a survivor in Chikwawa experiences 

the symptoms of PTSD like flashbacks, hypervigilance, and emotional numbing, they may lack 

the knowledge to identify it as a treatable medical condition. Instead, they may interpret these 

symptoms through spiritual or cultural lenses, leading to social exclusion or reliance on ineffective 

coping mechanisms (Chitalah et al., 2024; Nyali et al., 2025). 

3.5 The Disaster Risk Management Framework in Malawi 

The Disaster Preparedness and Relief Act governs the legal and institutional framework for 

disaster response in Malawi. A 2008 situation analysis of DRM programmes in Malawi noted that 

the system is primarily designed to respond to interruptions of essential supplies and to the 

destruction of persons and property (Hay & Phiri, 2008). This policy vacuum ensures that mental 

health support remains an option rather than a core requirement in relief efforts. Similar challenges 

persist in other low-income countries, where the severe psychological and mental health 

consequences of natural disasters frequently go unaddressed due to a lack of awareness or 

governmental interest (Nahar et al., 2014). Despite these systemic challenges, some low- and 

middle-income countries have begun integrating mental health services into disaster response, 

although formal implementation remains a significant hurdle (Thompson‐Assan et al., 2023).  

4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The Multidimensional MHL Framework 

This study utilises the Mental Health Literacy framework proposed by Jorm and critically 

evaluated by researchers such as Coe (Coe, 2009) and Furnham & Swami. This framework 

evaluates MHL through six specific components, which can be categorised into three primary 

domains: Recognition, Knowledge, and Attitudes (Bahrami et al., 2019). The Recognition domain 
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focuses on the ability to identify the specific signs and symptoms of mental health disorders, which 

is essential for initiating the help-seeking process (Bahrami et al., 2019; Coe, 2009). The 

Knowledge domain encompasses several components, including understanding risk factors and 

causes (biological, psychological, and social contributors), awareness of self-help interventions, 

knowledge of available professional help, and the ability to seek reliable mental health information 

(Coe, 2009; Venkataraman et al., 2019). Finally, the Attitudes domain involves beliefs that 

facilitate recognition and appropriate help-seeking by reducing stigma and encouraging openness 

to professional support (Coe, 2009). In this study, the multidimensional framework is used to 

examine how the "material-first" focus of humanitarian aid in Chikwawa—where physical relief, 

such as food and shelter, is prioritised—affects the literacy and psychosocial recovery of survivors 

who may otherwise remain "literacy-locked" in addressing their mental health needs. 

5. METHODOLOGY 

Research Instrument  

The empirical insights for this study were generated from a data-collection instrument developed 

for the author’s doctoral research on church-based mental health literacy and disaster resilience in 

Malawi. It comprises 32 items that combine closed- and open-ended questions to capture the 

multidimensional experiences of disaster survivors and stakeholders systematically. The 

questionnaire was designed to cover five domains: the psychosocial impacts of natural disasters 

on families, psychosocial support and promoting mental health literacy in disaster-prone 

communities, barriers and enablers to building family resilience, mental health literacy 

intervention aimed at strengthening family resilience, and evaluating the potential of church-led 

platforms in delivering sustainable mental health support and trauma recovery services. The 

instrument was piloted in a small sample prior to the main study to assess contextual 

appropriateness and clarity. Full psychometric validation is ongoing, and any limitations related 

to data reliability are noted in the discussion of study limitations. This approach provides 

transparency in the data collection process and reinforces methodological rigour for academic 

readers. 

5.2 Qualitative Fieldwork and Sampling 

Fieldwork was conducted in the flood-prone Traditional Authority Makuwira in Chikwawa. The 

study utilised purposive sampling to recruit participants with direct exposure to the 2023 flooding 

and Cyclone Freddy, with a specific focus on communities experiencing the highest levels of 

displacement and infrastructure damage. A total of 27 disaster survivors from 10 families, 

predominantly women aged 18-55 years, were selected from evacuation camps and affected 

villages. Inclusion criteria for survivors required that families had directly experienced the 

devastation of the natural disasters, either floods or Cyclone Freddy. Exclusion criteria included 

persons under 18, those with pre-existing severe mental illness, or anyone unwilling to provide 

informed consent. In addition, 4 relief stakeholders were purposively selected from the area 
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https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=z%3A7VfbbiNFEI0WgRD%2FAOo3QIrHYyebxJsntCwCtNxZ8dzurpnpuKd7ti92%2FBb4CpD4kfzOfgmn2rHjPGyWx32wlMSX6ao6dc6pauXP26MPGh9Ma9wTep19ovVH%2F%2F7ekfiBXJJWfEvSpk68NImCVGvRBNnTyoeF%2BOJ7H%2FpjMa3r%2BkuhKapg5hRFQuzC%2BZUl3dKxkCmZlPFYSKfFnKyhhg%2FJJAbygyXReauFnPucRL%2Bp2ZWalfguiU5G4XxCIDlB14P1gTgNIJMwTrxwreXEPogcjWuFFK%2BztCbJZJbEsEzrkMkxzslxQUcxybk1sUOm33xPIVLa9vmzdGSj0CaqHCMO3ONPXsQUKMZjpB34jfGudNWRHUQkWgBAJb4SyrtE%2FeCDDGt8j4%2Ba30kn7TqaKHxTcGiZJIAz9dLaNcKsJZVQVOfAveBQJNF4QBFt8HmIYgU%2BstMUklyAEWAKtDS0KgnfJdnnUURzjTrA5nBWDDKk%2BAzkGzC23mRTvnUGZeNAyjRGMRc%2BoCJwB3xoGgocm9YDSEErQ1wraOhbo1Acp%2B9I2plgvFV9I3IwcSEaqZJHSqZPyRzpkYBIthkVjg14DUtUB%2FOPBAzBNxt5ipnssG%2FDVWdUx%2FW5Z5lo2zLnHO8rWbDtSnCnnQfPcAGeAwos2MNlHvbieUHT2abIeoD%2FjcMfWJHVllqzvDRAH2Ra8SGWlMs44IaWPkd4gWujjaXh81IE6TYQHKQ2DqbuUAp0%2BLeIXjBhRCR%2BVQd7ERLsFLgTmZuM635IvsejMrprQRgIHlx2CaK1WBnkfXPzd3ntjNOl%2Bpubfy45gMcQwSLmecIwzyXGUeGV0opHNibT9uibZ1%2BGYNhGAL3P86WQSuU%2BW4iBXvUSZ9iNSDtQUATyNMfM0Y1YAOGegS4BcyhtpIDw1tztmW1Z7j74GEcqwwCbkeopFuSiJQeuLHhGrqI%2FhbJweGew9SVsDp1tJm4J22bnmmIPpWAyRiYHSDUEw26KecDgp0r8hD7AO68c7kSiFwjfw7gF6t0O%2FD9juzUCt%2Faglgyqw2mVMvqEHUu2nVVgSOIThZC7hcYbCz8FUgJz6hgeZA33nXofqDVW4TvNiulChQfO7CTylJ29IZmVLf3CPuAV2MssAW7vNVnRc1hRWMuBD6MZbHvkxXsQzyebzH1Wmim5Pfqkk3NmUqXDfXW4rw731eG%2BOtxXh%2FvqPbyv7IZ30l%2Bz4NN6ejaqTy2vXNw%2FmZcK%2FgV7oh3Iw2vTyN7YtXruCe7A6jA%2FGuxZKV5WOnhLR8roeHv0odLeXH86qatJfVGPJ6dn05Pzk7rCpTGrZufTyfnsAhTO3Q3%2BRveX4RMjPmKm9elsdPH09ET1sr2azM7rycnJ07NJ5wfC%2FqHrxR%2F3X14hOm%2BgX3Hu0WQyqicLMO4zrP4q2OvPupSGZ%2BMxrhjMd6zyiiqpqrwYPz2rZ%2BOWBw2r9%2FboiGBa5P%2F1eYB5efe%2BWEqby0raXjFvsdY3O2u9Kkvglz31gU1qrvCxyoAzYjgReEBQ5UM7fpSj%2FwA%3D
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Disaster Management Committees, and 3 hospital workers also responded to structured interviews. 

Stakeholders were included if they had been directly engaged in coordinating and delivering aid 

in Chikwawa following the natural disasters. This approach ensured the collection of diverse 

perspectives regarding both the receipt and delivery of humanitarian and psychosocial support.  

While purposive sampling enabled rich, detailed insights from those most affected by the disasters, 

the sample's characteristics may affect the transferability of the findings. The study's focus on 

women in a specific age range and on communities with acute levels of displacement may mean 

that the results do not fully capture the perspectives or experiences of men, older adults, or 

residents from less-affected areas. Additionally, the findings may be most applicable to similar 

disaster-prone settings in Malawi or Sub-Saharan Africa, rather than being broadly representative 

of all communities experiencing natural disasters. These considerations should be taken into 

account when interpreting the broader relevance of the study's conclusions.  

5.3 Ethical Considerations and Trauma Sensitivity 

Given the study's grounding in lived experience and its alignment with similar studies in Malawi, 

the do-no-harm principle was central. Formal ethical clearance was obtained from the Malawi 

Assemblies of God Ethical Committee (MAGUREC) (a committee accredited by the National 

Commission for Science and Technology to offer ethical clearance for research in Malawi). 

Another clearance to collect data from subjects in the area was obtained from the group village 

(GV) leader, Sekeni, who, upon consent, provided two of her assistants to accompany the 

researcher and help identify qualified research subjects.  

Prior to interviewing each participant, verbal consent was obtained, and participants were informed 

of the study's purpose and their right to decline to participate or withdraw at any time. 

Confidentiality was observed, and during the interview, the chief's aides were asked to remain 50 

meters from the interview site to avoid overhearing the responses. Names were not recorded, nor 

pictures taken.  

During the interviews, 3 people manifested signs of trauma through crying and physical emotions; 

in that regard, the interviews were put on hold to let the participants recover. One of the interviews 

ended abruptly. In this situation, the researcher, who holds a master's degree in psychology, 

assessed the participants through observations to determine whether further psychological 

intervention or hospital referral was needed, but they all recovered within 10 minutes.  

5.4 Data Analysis  

The data from individual and family interviews were transcribed verbatim and manually analysed 

to identify what was relevant to this study, following Braun and Clarke’s six-step approach. The 

process began with familiarisation through repeated reading and systematic coding, leading to the 

identification of recurring patterns across survivor and stakeholder accounts. Codes were then 

organised into overarching themes that captured systemic barriers to mental health literacy, 
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including the dominance of material-first relief, cultural taboos surrounding psychological distress, 

and the absence of institutional psychosocial frameworks. Credibility was enhanced through 

triangulation of family interviews, individual interviews with survivors, and stakeholder input, 

ensuring consistency in theme development. This analytic strategy provided a rigorous account of 

both lived experiences and professionals' perspectives, illustrating the complex interplay between 

humanitarian aid and psychosocial recovery. 

Table 1: Coding Framework for Qualitative Data Analysis 

Quote First Order Code Second Order Theme Aggregate Dimension 

“After the flood, I 

only cared about food 

and shelter.” 

Focus on immediate 

relief 

Prioritisation of 

material needs 

Relief overshadowing 

psychosocial recovery 

“We do not talk about 

mental health here.” 

Cultural silence Mental health stigma Barriers to literacy and 

intervention 

“I did not know where 

to get help for 

anxiety.” 

Lack of resource 

awareness 

Low mental health 

literacy 

Barriers to literacy and 

intervention 

“Neighbours helped 

each other, but 

nobody mentioned 

stress.” 

Community support 

focus 

Informal coping 

mechanisms 

Community resilience 

without psychosocial 

framing 

 

6. RESULTS 

6.1 Focus on immediate relief: Relief Overshadowing Psychosocial Recovery  

During the data collection phase, it became apparent that some participants’ indications of low 

mental health literacy were influenced by their immediate post-disaster priorities. Several 

respondents, when asked about mental health, redirected their focus to the urgent need for relief 

services, including food, shelter, and basic medical care. This observation was captured through 

both survey responses and qualitative interviews, in which participants explicitly stated that mental 

health was a secondary concern to securing essential resources. These contextual nuances were 

documented during data collection and subsequently taken into consideration in the analysis, 

ensuring that the measurement of mental health literacy accurately reflected the participants’ 

situational priorities rather than solely a lack of knowledge. 
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6.2 Empirical Evidence Gap in Malawi: Barriers to Literacy and Intervention 

The analysis revealed a profound lack of mental health literacy among disaster-affected 

communities in Chikwawa. Despite widespread recognition of psychological distress, survivors 

often lacked the vocabulary or diagnostic knowledge to identify specific conditions. One 

participant admitted, “I did not know where to get help for anxiety,” reflecting both limited 

awareness of available resources and the absence of culturally adapted interventions. Similarly, 

the statement, “We do not talk about mental health here,” illustrates how cultural silence and 

stigma reinforce systemic barriers to help-seeking. These narratives align with national data 

showing that only 14.1% of rural young adults in Malawi can accurately identify mental health 

disorders. Thematic coding clustered these accounts under the themes of low literacy and stigma, 

which together form a critical barrier to intervention. Without targeted efforts to bridge this 

evidence gap, humanitarian relief risks perpetuating cycles of untreated trauma and reinforcing 

taboos that prevent survivors from accessing psychosocial support. 

6.3 Community Resilience without Psychosocial Framing  

Participants frequently described how neighbours and extended family provided mutual aid in the 

immediate aftermath of Cyclone Freddy. This informal support was vital for survival, with one 

survivor noting, “Neighbours helped each other, but nobody mentioned stress.” Such accounts 

highlight the strength of community solidarity in Chikwawa, where collective action ensured 

access to food, shelter, and basic needs. However, thematic analysis revealed that this resilience 

was largely material and social, lacking explicit recognition of psychological distress. Informal 

coping mechanisms—such as focusing on rebuilding homes or sharing resources—were valued, 

but emotional trauma remained unspoken. This silence underscores how community resilience, 

while effective in meeting tangible needs, inadvertently perpetuates the invisibility of psychosocial 

recovery. Without a framework that integrates mental health literacy into community support 

systems, resilience risks being narrowly defined, leaving survivors’ psychological wounds 

untreated. 

6.4 Stakeholder Blind Spots 

Interviews with hospital workers and field workers involved in disaster recovery revealed a 

significant "blind spot" regarding mental health. It was revealed that these professionals were 

highly trained in logistics, physical first aid, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH), and nutrition, but 

had no formal training in Psychological First Aid. Consequently, survivors exhibiting signs of 

trauma were often labelled as "difficult beneficiaries" rather than individuals in need of 

psychosocial support. This stakeholder gap reinforces the institutional invisibility of mental health 

in the disaster cycle (Hay & Phiri, 2008). This systemic oversight perpetuates a cycle where mental 

health issues remain unaddressed, contributing to long-term psychosocial morbidity within 

affected populations (Contreras et al., 2018). This underscores the critical need to integrate mental 

health literacy and psychosocial support into Malawi's disaster preparedness and response 

https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=z%3AZc%2FBSgNBDIDhrQefwYuQJyjFk3ir1GqRQqmC5%2BxMdpvu7KRksq171GfxJfpkXp0uBQWPgW%2F%2BST6OxUUlyjXHwh9Em2NxGZxEUy47E02fGfiILZ1ghS2H3j1hTzXvKdLDGNZjrxKo%2BO9otWHls1yOYXqWW06pIz9DI38zmdy2u64MnDaki1jJsRgNne2baPBwj7GpU1dav8vpEUskqZ45%2Bm8ytkDvX78OHoOUGGCOjgNbD%2FkymHHCZKSwJt85ywHA6PPkZE%2Faw6uia2CxuIMlBjwwvLB1OLhpxNAnTiDVnwynJtOINbUUDVYqtWLbUhq6q5wzdnmac36e%2F9mJmj%2Btf3X9Aw%3D%3D
https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=z%3AfVbLbttGFHWCtOii3XTZ1QBFUBsIKYmSLdk7W34kjR0bsY2sR5whOfZwhp0ZSlZWyao%2F0V%2FoB3jd7yrQc0lJtpI6gGGbw%2Fs4995zz%2FDz%2FcbzzDqVK%2FNczKy7vd%2F4qeATHxxPw%2FzFvwf747cn78%2Bv3x3usTNpAteskFyHginPuGGqrKwL3ASWwcE6pgxz0lfWCGVyFiwzPNQObkJ57oN0PmbnEy%2FdlAdljWc2Y7UpZWDlWngjpfCstEHBUAoWCsl8Dcc%2FatgxIadS24p8KAJnqS3L2qgwjybcw349mjLIPMURUrLMam1nBM8aCpoWK3CMZ5lMA727kK6mapJubxizs6Or1%2BeHl3vsamZxipaVFL0u0QMvQ9CSEqIa0yC1dfC3ytFBxk5VydlMOuSSGtGBDv7A%2FA2MoeABJ6muhRR7bLO3xXzqpDQEjbyFrNBnT7bcCCZsKX1QKZsqq6VJ5Su2mWyxtFBaOGl%2Bw7BQ1lQFJT1NBQOWJgdUwLepAgqKIqnf1uAJ6LWmCSO0KpVRvmh8vEfg%2FharuEM2VXHMfE4lY0goaT1HXRE5MBqTaZUGIobVdVMfBV6NjF4orVrY9GZzAOirt4v%2BEDuRY3P8%2BsMWMuF9xY1qGIBkuZ1KBx7haWFPHFOpBN%2FeH11en15hePuwpI5jKL1kl1XSVlouRtN0F6PhqbPes4lFCCAXKAc0fUU%2Bs8KWcOz0ejuYSPcl2gDkSAm3mYL9F0NJep3tEdq1A0snqRcw%2FGpSMUuGWAEFYmPiAg0UNUfvG1hKECEytcwAVmgJqjbUrZydgHgxuyrANcBfVrQ5GCElphYwWT2nbsmKkqN332pdhIhID8OH5o3P341Pry%2FfnL8j9hdY%2BzWiLjxAFSyrkHpBbY%2F10JFPOdC0euAl5VqpQMvwFOsj25XDPgMoutaC5RM8LqrHP4%2F6gp0kcaCBrC%2FQEnMTRStzS7wsKStfmcyRHEeUu%2BRzhiFLN1PA5mTJEVkZSo8RorGxbv%2BX4hDszpNushN1t0uQIsBUujeQgfuNFzmvQ2Gd%2F6QhhtiA40YIRRInuzIoKMPdyzEvJ06JXLILp3zp2Ym2EwBfKOrrBlw2xXKU8jtNCZya1Iji%2F4Q%2BC8NLSTqd8VLpuRrTe%2Bkgczm6ZrIxd2iEcKDTxtfm%2BX5eK81dazw74zFoyjRnp%2FVHdoY1%2FudvIz8%2B5Z0d8arCXjTO8iBml%2FGTpif1R8hha1oClLaenVlC%2BpRLASvUkdrWaXLxZPDiDHoEzi9qvtk3nL3lDuN6ykOegHu8NVe%2FS4e1Y1eL%2BKkS%2Fn7j%2B1RY5XvduAeJ7%2BRlETda3%2B%2BDpBPzCb%2B9%2BayS7vYgGiTbvbTk%2BU0yHO3udkfD3VFh0RekuLv98HAoqlKJItnd6Sc7o%2F4NItQte24QehR1e%2Fgpq3qioadLAj1rgN%2F98kCSawPQzpP2XZCe3JJw1i6V107Pn%2FWLECq%2F1%2BnMZrM4XTrF1uWdFN3uLNegw20Vrd5HzTuiFjjXmSo564y6g%2BFgezgaDfrj4f7R8Q4KGCX7xwfD%2FeNe9%2Fiwc0m1U%2Bm9Ybfb7fcHPK5E1sEqRqnm3kcNvRF5efU%2B3Cq4piKsYdRuaNSuX9SuX0S72RhkUIIo09bSx0KkTBRmFn%2Fa2zVqbtfo0e1KFhWu5YhHjdZEMIweKU20VJdoKTk4mRLmHJ8OYV4RPW6bm0vLKzw%2Bg4JJm72FvDw%2BloCs57DVqYJqHszHtjbhZxSXQZMh2eID7iLfnP642PG%2Fxqv7aq0LjRh9oVOtCC26gE8OujqXXSB5Qxe%2B9Y0BC%2Fo42VuT3MeCu%2FqaWbZBUO0%2FpLXTd78u2QPuN5z5H%2F7%2FBw%3D%3D
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frameworks (Kayuni, 2025). This highlights the urgent necessity for comprehensive interventions 

that not only address immediate physical needs but also cultivate robust mental health literacy 

among both affected populations and humanitarian aid providers to mitigate the enduring 

psychological sequelae of disasters (Chitalah et al., 2026; Goldsmith et al., 2026).  

6.5 Gendered and Generational Priorities 

Survivor narratives revealed that women and parents often placed the needs of their children above 

their own psychological well-being. This prioritisation reinforced the invisibility of adult 

psychosocial struggles in the aftermath of Cyclone Freddy. One participant explained, “I was 

worried about my children’s school, not my feelings,” underscoring how educational continuity 

and material stability for children were perceived as more urgent than addressing personal distress. 

Thematic coding identified this as a recurring pattern: women, in particular, expressed heightened 

concern for family survival and children’s welfare, while their own anxiety and trauma remained 

unacknowledged. This dynamic illustrates how generational and gendered responsibilities shape 

recovery priorities, further entrenching the neglect of adult mental health within humanitarian 

relief frameworks. 

6.6 Relief Overshadowing Psychosocial Recovery 

Survivor accounts consistently revealed that immediate material needs such as food, shelter, and 

schooling dominated their priorities in the aftermath of Cyclone Freddy. As one participant noted, 

“After the flood, I only cared about food and shelter.” This emphasis reflects the humanitarian 

sector’s material-first paradigm, which unintentionally sidelines psychosocial recovery. Thematic 

analysis showed that while relief efforts successfully addressed physical survival, they 

simultaneously reinforced the invisibility of psychological distress. Adults often deprioritise their 

own mental health, as illustrated by the statement, “I was worried about my children’s school, not 

my feelings.” These narratives highlight how disaster response frameworks, by centring material 

restoration, create systemic barriers to integrating mental health literacy and support into recovery 

processes. 

7.  DISCUSSION 

To critically deconstruct how humanitarian relief becomes a barrier to mental health literacy and 

intervention, it is essential to explicitly link the data-driven findings from Chikwawa to the study’s 

underlying theoretical frameworks: the multidimensional Mental Health Literacy (MHL) 

framework and the UNDRR Disaster Resilience Scorecard. The empirical evidence underscores 

that low levels of MHL recognition, knowledge deficits, and stigma core domains identified by 

Jorm’s multidimensional model (Furnham & Swami, 2018) interact with the "material-first" 

paradigm entrenched in disaster relief practices. For instance, the specificity gap revealed among 

survivors, in which distress is expressed through culturally salient terms rather than recognised 

disorders, directly reflects the MHL framework’s conception of recognition and of etiological 

https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=z%3AfVZNcxs1GE46lOmB4Qw3ceDAjGM7bpKm3FpahrQUmLpMz7L23V3FWmmrD9vLqf0Z%2FJRc%2BSn8Ep5Xu3Yct%2FTQJtFK79fzIX24ObpXOq8rbe8Va%2BeXN0df13IRopcqdg%2F%2BeVPrIFrZkhfKrcgHEWsSQVdWl1pJq0i4UjRkozSiJmliLbQVr6SRaz0WV1HIotBROyuN6URwqaqjiE54qQMJuZaeLIUg5MIlfEBw3bTOx0%2BHlkGsyRj%2BWeuqNvgXta3yOeMUNnpCDq8IEW2BUpBbRr3C387mba13jeOC9qJzTK5iLN5gB36RnZAmuL5nKvLBhVTLyruEsKifV5CLpFe1CBS5jBHyKZOKbUXK2UibyIn6gYx4uaDGVV62tVa5xuCUdieEza7BEn72A%2Bs7cL6SVgf00FcMsBpU3Dc3%2FDEMR2GWgVR0QEnblTMrVA4w7o6Qd43y%2BaYTbm1F68IAkI6dWOtY4wyXX2oyRT8SBE4mBoHmwQHltjNRHkd57J8DbceHkSg8fmA6MkZs4ZaGUSZfYUFYQmB0haMMLahR7HOEp5VATomznNQC18jJPm7zkAellyB1UjF5GotnFFodKacGprkmDwhA6wNq3BJPipXmFeXQq%2BWk2MX8ALMzg04WlEnQN5vR1zahAvTIgLeG8nj35BOFqnGcbIVteeyQG9qVY%2FEkJ%2FJUkw3gr8B57yTIhmgH8w1MWZ4n1vAVikP3WamQ2F4CKkvQA8FMx7Byqm3QULtkCkGWk0qetWiAuC6loggQ2BAiVR2CSp420xwRWcUZzwMdH1BuR%2BmRoCIpkHlQSJsWBpxnP%2BAPcJaoq0b2%2FERK6Bc7%2BzBMXFbvSjMH%2BcwCsoMx9aQEKcAVprW0ssrQcve71GPxtBP0Lum2%2FThmidKzBOAvjBDXZgnsCdLDtZba4AsHX1q3NlRUkFA2wpgKfE8Vxgt55OHw%2BrvUq%2BkjHuWEAB6179MA1ggFoTcqRsKQ7C1k1yFGClwwb5aGRkeYATJkyrBkxuIVJMlc7MsqCBi7NisDJXi3SOEQlFuBZIf3soG1xYEXO4CtQwSL8jgsepTAK9TbwA2yHoQFYTRa1zi7ABGyi2ZXhxVCBJ9WVyC%2F0rkUi6Zbrxse%2Bx5Eg8ECxHkCW%2FeDrQfiBgi7B%2BATE2eqK4ZTLyBC1ogxI%2B4a7pWM9Dx%2FK3yClrP8QIMaxr%2FvIlwFYim4xzyC7BW6yuzsiTacAlFELSHXUvoTLCmYacXYgua5XpaArWGUeX0H5Z6BZJ6xeXiNCW6JAJmC5fmyoH1fwl7wBtqBrsE4MOHQGzAsr%2BEhsGm0abRdsnk7sZJeu4TOQgtXwP1Y4mMJYt9eYm3d5XNDNJS%2BvaWYCYxz10uVy8rWiFmgyaw1wIiHRdR%2FcaQ7mNxaJIRQusAUl8M3jd9b1wIUntYIW1pwLt8qd2bS31psZdsrxOYT%2F77%2FO%2Bzzf2x64Kl4xgY2m84uTqbnDceCu5C%2FwiV6c3S%2FkinWuDjfG2CFp8%2FP%2BOd8MR3PLkiHkOg%2BRR0NbUZPihVfc1l7877tOTDJS6%2B3D4IXYA3cpMQlnBr6qt2l%2BxWPFAS%2BOTrWLVzqtYQx4wkGG4CD%2FYGVb65qg5sq%2F%2Fq72bWM0vipVljZ8P6ylI02XflSdslqqjAIG%2BaySWTEK%2FUbaSOeGy1D4Z2hI6WLcHP0hSqc3nx7Oh2fnj16eDmBy%2Fvr8elsej4%2BvbycPi50WNj3%2BD%2FYDxqr5yfT2eVF7VpCJ7RZvj07O52dPZxOH8%2Bu80jyRK8xUew8P5mdN9nNA4TTD%2FU4V7v5jqdEMEM2r2FUmTTP%2B6vA2eVWZn96s5nXMbbhx8nkup9hGAdVO2h0iA7wx3gUTaAd2ozbup08mc9fv5hkLRuaFHjTGIhlkpuanE4fXTyu8GqI
https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=z%3AtVjLbhvJFZUHGSSLBMgyGQRBbRxIgJpkUxQleZAFJcu2PH4olo1BVkGxq5pdVnVVu6pbVO%2BcIPmIfIp%2FJz%2BR7Zxb1U2RljQPDAaQabLrde%2B55957qv%2F1aeuL3Dq1UOYLsbTu8tPW7wo%2B97XjWd3%2B%2Bqszw15yzZdql5XS1FyzQnJdF8xJbxuXSY9vJVeGaVWqWgq2LJSWTOChESyzplamwazaMqe83GUVd7XKGs2dbhkvrVmw1jb4rKStNCZg50Zj1YJhV858A2s4tsHZtZO8JjvYglcDdmoKbjKauWmbhiGwv2XbL5%2B92GHKY6cMSz2m4lAnM7swMEYw7nFC5eQV1qsrycjvWi7aYK4UTSZZXUhmjZc1I4ekzwBHraxhNu%2BPFcpbJ6TzA4YD6bzMlvCMHPRe4k9gG2ebRQFLcEZDCz2TV1w32AwOXBq71FIs4P9caiVzv8u81HlSSF31ZimJp2QFPUy8lJe0dC4LfqUQDBw%2Fg%2FvhGPIJzzyWNgLrCMsYSIbZksnrSlt4%2BBlyfMmdNLB4lxlrZJwrFBCr4UwJCBtaRF7eFTqyLZfLuIwLgVBG3yVDxOvG4SQueFUHBD0zEgTy3LUMHAxkkdd1g0kARglVtwN20WQwa20NDEQUPAWMGGFBkKqyrgblMqst4kqg4GTJHZZWRGRFPCXjMH0B%2FwhNxrMMBuELQqIWBeKhDMa1RYRZYyie4J3Abn4t1hGoAXtbIMyEIje8tvCgVNdSJKVEAESEvcU4L5XpEOBVpVXG5wr0bGlHzs5hd7NAeshEgIPaVgRuPOhZjMiLnst%2FwzRCwHCEIzD7w84dQaBAuwB0DPcACyl7CD6KJa8522aG%2FZWlo4MdtpTYDH7WCpvDcaKs4bpF2HYRFK3tEibNW%2FYBYek3yW0GZi1A6Mp3m2ErYAcApQP1Yq7cxBO5xnIVsSTooh2UU62SWhANLfBGMHB%2BgWAQ1UBY0MxnoCnoSJs5DiPh6VIBmFhHVAXn%2FP8%2B%2FhfuoxpVkSN1wev7asJNIsTC5RHxZTCqhHdZ5z7VDEEcy1VMXgkK4zcBi2CW0j9i23yHyQrAyRLr5HWmG4%2Fjd9n2fIfsJXOIzKXyuaq71N3OgJTjxndVJCsAujQLCWCedBAFCDRxMhDHSDLBxiwITyj4EW%2BgA%2FITi%2FsECwVOo7SgSq5VFY2NmxBkZkCIrMvWyPYbY5Xv0uw242dXFjlJRPNtViheO%2BwFUMFw5B3VTEJd8%2BzSdyWDnRQqK%2BSSM%2FmhUcjpUPUA7UYPUCWlL8yNzIiZE%2FMvxL7DgCpFlzir0FPiRWpEnmE3YiXWorRXlbMcx%2FtQXLr8IvvJ71BgYuklltXW6lAjwYWkb23Y%2BQZTAeI70BikpVV%2BAEfJJCkeU2kej8bTZLRfki0glXRnJreftr5c8AYFwfmPaI8VKtET%2FEOvSAeHR1J538gHErmppbqYPT1lrytp8iur0R9%2BrwPj1bzBfP9vtGlheCmpXecoKrpVT60WHj23QGNA%2F1qcYNhZI5zVcuv2fPmqhc9xrnhukXb3TFRvOYroJWIdJxczsFMrPLhv5%2BdNOZdxcn4BdB2PUzMl%2FKetX2XCqus%2FpqNBmh4cDMfp%2FuF4MgFe6WQ8StMpuufcfMSnN%2F9UNJrQcIFaiEyU15ffHqTjo%2FRgPDkYvw%2BQBcTfR8RT%2FJVVMwdxix70B8E%2BGxA9j0OI2GUf1ndOX%2B8UdV35R8MhTBtYtxjea90C%2BqNuK3L3MtBOy7f4%2BQBJIm3%2BDTJ2%2FbFEwugWc3VGYui4PQEb6y3olhyFFkkmvoXG8uHpH%2F4UQ3%2FdzIJIIC4S1U%2Bc9T456fvl7Hbb%2BFEdgkj%2F99AYzleN4c1aYxDk1W%2FQAn8KGt%2BvFpPj2ck3T9%2B8fvfq8aPeyHslWW
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knowledge barriers. Stakeholder blind spots and the reinforcement of mental health stigma through 

both social and institutional channels compound this barrier. Further, the theoretical model 

identifies limitations on help-seeking attitudes and information-seeking behaviours. 

Moreover, the Disaster Resilience Scorecard situates MHL as a critical bridge between social 

capital and institutional capacity (Khendlo et al., 2025). In Chikwawa, high levels of community 

solidarity (social capital) are insufficient to compensate for weak institutional mechanisms that 

support psychosocial recovery. The findings demonstrate that institutional responses, which 

prioritise physical infrastructure, overlook the crucial resilience essential to addressing long-term 

psychological fallout. Thus, the failure to integrate MHL within the resilience framework 

perpetuates unmet psychosocial needs and limits overall community resilience. 

By explicitly mapping empirical data onto theoretical frameworks, it becomes clear that barriers 

to mental health support in humanitarian relief are not merely operational but are rooted in 

systemic gaps in literacy, institutional policy, and cultural interpretations of distress. This 

theoretical alignment elucidates why true disaster resilience requires not only material provision 

but also integrated interventions that address all MHL domains and actively bridge the institutional 

and community levels as indexed by the UNDRR Scorecard essentials. 

8. POLICY AND PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS 

8.1 Integration of Psychological First Aid 

The most immediate recommendation is to make PFA mandatory for all humanitarian responders 

in Malawi. PFA is not a specialised clinical intervention; it is a set of skills that enables any 

responder to recognise distress and provide basic, non-intrusive support. Implementing this 

requirement is feasible, given the availability of brief, adaptable PFA training modules that can be 

embedded within existing humanitarian training programmes with minimal additional resource 

burden. Short-term training workshops, facilitated by mental health professionals or trained peer 

facilitators, could be delivered locally in Malawi, potentially through partnerships with NGOs, 

universities, or health departments. This foundational training can significantly mitigate the 

"stakeholder blind spot" identified in the findings, ensuring that frontline workers are equipped to 

address the immediate psychosocial needs of disaster-affected populations (Morganstein & 

Ursano, 2020). Moreover, integrating PFA into response protocols can foster a more holistic 

humanitarian approach, in which mental well-being is considered as fundamental as physical 

survival from the outset of an emergency (Corvalán et al., 2022). Periodic refresher courses and 

online resources can further support the sustainability and upscaling of PFA within the relief 

workforce, even in resource-constrained settings. This approach also facilitates the early 

identification of individuals who require more specialised mental health services, enabling timely 

referrals and preventing the escalation of acute distress into chronic conditions (Paul et al., 2025). 

Such proactive case identification and referral align with guiding principles for mental health and 

psychosocial support in humanitarian contexts (Patel et al., 2018). 
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Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that integrating PFA into existing humanitarian 

structures may encounter several barriers. Resource constraints, such as limited funding and 

shortages of qualified trainers, may pose challenges to widespread rollout, especially in rural or 

hard-to-reach areas. Additionally, cultural resistance can occur if mental health topics are 

considered sensitive or are not prioritised by community leaders or organizations. To address these 

obstacles, stakeholders should consider phased or pilot implementation, seek external funding or 

technical support where needed, and engage in dialogue with local leaders and communities to 

foster understanding and buy-in for PFA. Culturally tailored messaging and the inclusion of local 

champions can help reduce stigma and encourage participation. Building partnerships across 

sectors, including faith-based and community organisations, can also broaden access to PFA 

training and support the sustainable integration of PFA into disaster response frameworks. 

8.2 Safe Spaces and MHL Hubs 

Evacuation camps in Chikwawa should be required to establish "Safe Spaces" or "Listening 

Points." These should be separate from the chaotic aid-distribution areas and serve as hubs for 

basic MHL education and psychosocial disclosure. These spaces could also be instrumental in 

challenging cultural fatalism around mental health issues and in promoting self-help strategies and 

preparedness for future disasters (Ali et al., 2025; Hasan et al., 2020). Additionally, these MHL 

hubs could serve as platforms for co-designing culturally resonant mental health interventions, 

integrating clinical tools with spiritual care, and leveraging existing community structures, such as 

churches, for sustained mental health support (Maigwa Data Collection Questionnaire, 2026; 

Okunade et al., 2023). By fostering community engagement through these hubs, particularly 

among youth, future MHL initiatives can be developed using participatory approaches, leading to 

more relevant and impactful interventions (Jong et al., 2015; Jumbe et al., 2022).  

8.3 Leveraging Faith Leaders for MHL 

Given the prevalence of spiritual framing, disaster management plans must include faith leaders 

as "first responders" for mental health. Training pastors and imams in MHL can transform these 

influential figures from potential barriers into bridges for professional help-seeking. Such training 

should equip them to provide psychological first aid, identify acute distress, and facilitate referrals 

to formal mental health services, while respecting existing cultural and spiritual frameworks 

(Fernández et al., 2015; Nzayisenga et al., 2022). However, it is important to recognise the 

potential risks involved in this approach, as faith leaders may lack formal mental health expertise 

and could inadvertently reinforce stigma or promote interventions that are incongruent with 

evidence-based practice. To mitigate these risks, training initiatives should include clear ethical 

guidelines and foster ongoing collaboration with mental health professionals. Furthermore, 

leveraging these community leaders can promote collective resilience by encouraging 

participatory reconstruction efforts and creating spaces for communal healing and discourse, 

which aligns with evidence-based practices in disaster mental health (Cénat & Dérivois, 2023). 
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This integration also addresses the challenge of limited mental health professionals in low-resource 

settings, positioning faith leaders as crucial intermediaries in the mental health care continuum 

(Mchenga et al., 2024). 

9. CONCLUSION 

The findings from Chikwawa demonstrate that humanitarian relief, while essential for physical 

survival, currently acts as a barrier to the long-term mental health of disaster survivors. The 2023 

Tropical Cyclone Freddy exposed the "neglected humanitarian crisis" in Malawi’s Southern region 

(Kangoma et al., 2023). By prioritising material aid and ignoring the profound MHL gap, the 

current relief model ensures that the trauma of one disaster persists until the next arrives. For 

Malawi to achieve true disaster resilience, the definition of "relief" must be expanded to include 

the "invisible" wounds of the mind. Holistic disaster management in the Lower Shire Valley 

requires an integrated approach that includes preserving life and psychological well-being (Hay & 

Phiri, 2008; Jumbe et al., 2024; Khendlo et al., 2025). This shift has broader implications for both 

research and policy in low-resource, disaster-prone contexts: integrating mental health literacy and 

psychosocial support into disaster relief frameworks can serve as a model for other settings facing 

similar challenges. More comprehensive frameworks that acknowledge the interconnectedness of 

physical and mental health outcomes in post-disaster recovery are required, particularly in 

resource-constrained contexts such as Malawi (Kayuni, 2025). Such an approach would require 

decolonising existing guidance, building resilience through task-sharing, and establishing long-

term funding streams for mental health initiatives (Rowe & Nadkarni, 2023). 

10. LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

While this study offers important empirical insights into the intersection of humanitarian relief and 

mental health literacy in Chikwawa, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the 

qualitative research design relied on a purposive sample of 27 disaster survivors and 7 

stakeholders; as such, findings may not be generalizable to the wider Malawian population or to 

other disaster contexts. Second, self-reported data from interviews and focus groups are subject to 

potential recall bias and social desirability bias, particularly given the cultural stigma associated 

with mental health. Fieldwork was conducted within select highly affected areas, which may 

further limit the diversity of experiences represented.  

Furthermore, the focus on immediate post-disaster contexts may have precluded a fuller 

understanding of long-term mental health trajectories and the sustained effects of humanitarian 

interventions. To address these limitations, future research should employ larger, more 

representative samples from diverse regions, implement measures such as anonymisation and 

culturally sensitive interviewing to minimise bias, and utilise longitudinal or mixed-methods 

designs to better understand changes in mental health literacy and intervention outcomes over time. 
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11. POLICY AND PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS 

Integration of Psychological First Aid 

 The most immediate recommendation is to make PFA mandatory for all humanitarian 

responders in Malawi.  

 Incorporate PFA modules as a standard component in all pre-deployment briefings and 

induction training for new humanitarian staff.  

 Develop a national PFA curriculum tailored to Malawi’s context, translated into Chichewa 

and other relevant local languages, in collaboration with existing mental health 

professionals and local academic institutions.  

 Identify and train PFA "champions" within each district who can serve as master trainers 

and provide ongoing mentorship to frontline responders.  

 Establish routine, scheduled refresher sessions—preferably every six months—to reinforce 

PFA skills and update staff on context-specific psychosocial issues.  

 Monitor and evaluate PFA uptake and effectiveness through simple checklists and periodic 

feedback from trainees and disaster survivors.  

 

12. DECLARATION OF CONFLICTING INTERESTS AND FUNDING 

The authors declare no conflict of interest, and there was no funding from any agency.  

 

13. REFERENCES 

Abidi, S. M. A. (2024). Beyond the Tragedy: Illuminating Challenges in Disaster Management  

and Mental Health Support in Resource-Constrained Environments. Prehospital and 

Disaster Medicine, 39(6), 442–444. https://doi.org/10.1017/s1049023x24000657 

Ali, B., Ghur, A., Khan, A., Sharif, J., Siraj, S., Fatima, M., Farid, Z., Ali, N., Khan, M., &  

Turab, A. (2025). ‘We fear the rain’: unveiling the silent toll on mental health and 

integration of mobile health services for psychosocial support to flood-affected rural 

communities of Pakistan. BJPsych International, 1–4. 

https://doi.org/10.1192/bji.2025.10061 

Bahrami, M. A., Bahrami, D., & Chaman-Ara, K. (2019). The correlations of mental health literacy 

with psychological aspects of general health among Iranian female students. International 

Journal of Mental Health Systems, 13(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s13033-019-0315-6 

Cénat, J. M., & Dérivois, D. (2023). Addressing the Mental Health Needs and Building  

Resilience of Populations Affected by the Earthquakes in Turkey and Syria: Lessons From 

Haiti and Elsewhere. International Journal of Public Health, 68, 1605986–1605986. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/ijph.2023.1605986 

Chima, T., Mkwinda, E., & Machaya, T. (2023). Employers' Feedback on Psychosocial  

https://doi.org/10.1017/s1049023x24000657
https://doi.org/10.1192/bji.2025.10061
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13033-019-0315-6
https://doi.org/10.3389/ijph.2023.1605986


International Journal of Humanity and Social Sciences  

ISSN: 3005-5407 (Online)   

Vol. 5, Issue No. 4, pp. 1 – 17, 2026                                                 www.carijournals.org 

14 
 

 

Counselling Graduates’ Performance in Selected Healthcare Facilities in Malawi. Journal 

of Multidisciplinary Healthcare, 2513–2526. https://doi.org/10.2147/jmdh.s425614 

Chitalah, B. C., Nanda, I., Chirwa, G. B., Nyali, J., & Jumbe, S. (2026). Assessing the mental  

Health literacy of young adults from rural and urban communities in Malawi. BJPsych 

Open, 12(1). https://doi.org/10.1192/bjo.2025.10934 

Chitalah, B. C., Nanda, I., Nyali, J., Chirwa, G., & Jumbe, S. (2024). Assessing the mental health  

literacy of young adults from rural and urban communities in Malawi. 

https://doi.org/10.1101/2024.12.03.24318388 

Coe, N. L. (2009). Critical Evaluation of the Mental Health Literacy Framework Using Qualitative  

Data. https://doi.org/10.1080/14623730.2009.9721798 

Contreras, C., Aguilar, Ma. de la L. M., Eappen, B. S., Guzmán, C. M., Carrasco, P., Millones, A.  

K., & Galea, J. T. (2018). Community strengthening and mental health system linking after 

flooding in two informal human settlements in Peru: a model for small-scale disaster 

response. Cambridge Prisms Global Mental Health, 5. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2017.33 

Corvalán, C., Gray, B., Prats, E. V., Sena, A., Hanna, F., & Campbell‐Lendrum, D. (2022). Mental  

health and the global climate crisis. Epidemiology and Psychiatric Sciences, 31. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s2045796022000361 

Dickson, K., Ko, S. Y., Nguyen, C., Minchenko, D., & Bangpan, M. (2024). Mental health and  

psychosocial support programmes for displaced populations in low- and middle-income 

countries (LMICs): A systematic review of process, perspectives and experiences. 

Cambridge Prisms Global Mental Health, 11. https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2024.56 

Fernández, A., Black, J. J., Jones, M. K., Wilson, L., Salvador‐Carulla, L., Astell‐Burt, T., &  

Black, D. (2015). Flooding and Mental Health: A Systematic Mapping Review. PLoS ONE, 

10(4). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0119929 

Furnham, A., & Swami, V. (2018). Mental Health Literacy: A Review of What It Is and Why It  

Matters. International Perspectives in Psychology, 7(4), 240–257. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/ipp0000094 

Goldsmith, C., Nyali, J., Taniskidi, A., & Jumbe, S. (2026). Assessing the Cross-Cultural  

Applicability of a Mental Health Literacy Questionnaire for Young People in Rural 

Malawi. SAGE Open, 16(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440261420116 

Hasan, M. T., Adhikary, G., Mahmood, S., Papri, N., Shihab, H. M., Kasujja, R., Ahmed, H. U.,  

Azad, A. K., & Nasreen, M. (2020). Exploring mental health needs and services among 

affected population in a cyclone-affected area in coastal Bangladesh: a qualitative case 

study. International Journal of Mental Health Systems, 14(1), 12–12. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13033-020-00351-0 

https://doi.org/10.2147/jmdh.s425614
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjo.2025.10934
https://doi.org/10.1101/2024.12.03.24318388
https://doi.org/10.1080/14623730.2009.9721798
https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2017.33
https://doi.org/10.1017/s2045796022000361
https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2024.56
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0119929
https://doi.org/10.1037/ipp0000094
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440261420116
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13033-020-00351-0


International Journal of Humanity and Social Sciences  

ISSN: 3005-5407 (Online)   

Vol. 5, Issue No. 4, pp. 1 – 17, 2026                                                 www.carijournals.org 

15 
 

 

Hay, E. R., & Phiri, M. A. (2008). World Bank Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and  

Recovery Track II: Malawi Situation Analysis of Disaster Risk Management Programmes 

and Practices Final Report. World Bank. 

Horn, R., O’May, F., Esliker, R., Gwaikolo, W., Woensdregt, L., Ruttenberg, L., & Ager, A.  

(2019). The myth of the 1-day training: the effectiveness of psychosocial support capacity-

building during the Ebola outbreak in West Africa. https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2019.2 

Jong, J. de, Berckmoes, L., Kohrt, B. A., Song, S. J., Tol, W. A., & Reis, R. (2015). A Public  

Health Approach to Address the Mental Health Burden of Youth in Situations of Political 

Violence and Humanitarian Emergencies. Current Psychiatry Reports, 17(7), 60–60. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-015-0590-0 

Joshi, P. C., & Kumar, R. (2020). Mental Health Problems in the Wake of Disaster: A Gendered  

Perspective. Rupkatha Journal on Interdisciplinary Studies in Humanities, 12(1). 

https://doi.org/10.21659/rupkatha.v12n1.14 

Jumbe, S., Nyali, J., Simbeye, M., Zakeyu, N., Motshewa, G., & Pulapa, S. R. (2022). ‘We do not  

' Talk about it’: Engaging youth in Malawi to inform adaptation of a mental health literacy 

intervention. PLoS ONE, 17(3). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0265530 

Kangoma, M., Lubanga, F. A., & Bwanali, A. N. (2023). Mental health impact of the 2023  

Tropical Cyclone Freddy and Southern region mudslides on Malawian women: the 

neglected humanitarian crisis. https://doi.org/10.1097/gh9.0000000000000306 

Kayuni, S. M. E. (2025). Importance of Mental Health in Malawi. Advances in Social Sciences  

Research Journal, 12(5), 73–79. https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.1205.18809 

Khendlo, J. N., Beeharry, R., & Goodary, R. (2025). Assessing the Resilience of the Chikwawa  

District in Malawi Against Hydrometeorological Hazards Using the UNDRR Disaster 

Resilience Scorecard Method. Risks and Catastrophes Journal, 35(1). 

https://doi.org/10.24193/rcj2025_3 

Mahmud, K. H., Ahmed, R., & Tuya, J. H. (2021). Geographic variability of post-disaster mental  

health: case study after the 2017 flood in Bangladesh. Geospatial Health, 16(2). 

https://doi.org/10.4081/gh.2021.1018 

Mchenga, M., Ndasauka, Y., Kondowe, F., Kainja, J., Mmanga, C., Maliwichi, L., & Nyamali, S.  

(2024). Mental health is just an Addendum: Assessing stakeholder’s perceptions on 

COVID-19 and mental health services provision in Malawi. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0305341 

Morganstein, J. C., & Ursano, R. J. (2020). Ecological Disasters and Mental Health: Causes,  

Consequences, and Interventions. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 11, 1–1. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00001 

https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2019.2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-015-0590-0
https://doi.org/10.21659/rupkatha.v12n1.14
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0265530
https://doi.org/10.1097/gh9.0000000000000306
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.1205.18809
https://doi.org/10.24193/rcj2025_3
https://doi.org/10.4081/gh.2021.1018
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0305341
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00001


International Journal of Humanity and Social Sciences  

ISSN: 3005-5407 (Online)   

Vol. 5, Issue No. 4, pp. 1 – 17, 2026                                                 www.carijournals.org 

16 
 

 

Mpheza, L. (2023). The Impact of Cyclone Freddy on Malawian Communities: Examining Truth,  

Resilience, Hope, Recovery for Victims and Recommendations. Zenodo (CERN European 

Organization for Nuclear Research). https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7813627 

Mwalwimba, I. K., Manda, M., & Ngongondo, C. (2024). The role of indigenous knowledge in  

disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation in Chikwawa, Malawi. 

https://doi.org/10.4102/jamba.v16i2.1810 

Nahar, N., Blomstedt, Y., Wu, B., Kandarina, I., Trisnantoro, L., & Kinsman, J. (2014). Increasing  

the provision of mental health care for vulnerable, disaster-affected people in Bangladesh. 

BMC Public Health, 14(1), 708–708. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-708 

Nöthling, J., Gibbs, A., Washington, L., Gigaba, S. G., Willan, S., Abrahams, N., & Jewkes, R.  

(2023). Change in emotional distress, anxiety, depression and PTSD from pre- to post-

flood exposure in women residing in low-income settings in South Africa. Archives of 

Women s Mental Health, 27(2), 201–218. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00737-023-01384-3 

Nyali, J., Chirwa, G., Chitalah, B. C., & Jumbe, S. (2025). Culturally Adapting a Mental Health  

Literacy Intervention with Youth (Stakeholders) for Implementation in Malawi 

Universities. Mental Health Science, 3(1). https://doi.org/10.1002/mhs2.70007 

Nzayisenga, E., Chan, C. W., Roome, A., Therrien, A., Sinclair, I., Taleo, G., Tarivonda, L.,  

Tosiro, B., Malanga, M., Tagaro, M., Obed, J., Iaruel, J., Olszowy, K. M., & Dancause, K. 

N. (2022). Patterns of distress and psychosocial support 2 years post-displacement 

following a natural disaster in a lower middle income country. Frontiers in Public Health, 

10, 1017286–1017286. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.1017286 

Patel, V., Saxena, S., Lund, C., Thornicroft, G., Baingana, F., Bolton, P., Chisholm, D., Collins,  

P. Y., Cooper, J. L., Eaton, J., Herrman, H., Herzallah, M. M., Huang, Y., Jordans, M. J. 

D., Kleinman, A., Medina‐Mora, M. E., Morgan, E., Niaz, U., Omigbodun, O., … Unützer, 

J. (2018). The Lancet Commission on global mental health and sustainable development. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(18)31612-x 

Paul, L., K, M. A., Kotian, S., & Shekhar, B. (2025). Post-disaster Mental Health Status: A Study  

of Women from Chooralmala Landslide in Kerala, India. Research Square. 

https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-6695309/v1 

Raphela, T. D. (2025). The ripple effect of flooding near one of the more prominent urban rivers  

in the Gauteng Province, South Africa. Frontiers in Sustainable Cities, 7. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsc.2025.1656985 

Rowe, O., & Nadkarni, A. (2023). Barriers and Facilitators to the Implementation of Mental Health  

and Psychosocial Support Programmes Following Natural Disasters in Developing 

Countries: a Systematic Review. Cambridge Prisms Global Mental Health, 11, 1–40. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2023.91 

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7813627
https://doi.org/10.4102/jamba.v16i2.1810
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-708
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00737-023-01384-3
https://doi.org/10.1002/mhs2.70007
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.1017286
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(18)31612-x
https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-6695309/v1
https://doi.org/10.3389/frsc.2025.1656985
https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2023.91


International Journal of Humanity and Social Sciences  

ISSN: 3005-5407 (Online)   

Vol. 5, Issue No. 4, pp. 1 – 17, 2026                                                 www.carijournals.org 

17 
 

 

Sijbrandij, M., Horn, R., Esliker, R., O’May, F., Reiffers, R., Ruttenberg, L., Stam, K., Jong, J. de,  

& Ager, A. (2020). The Effect of Psychological First Aid Training on Knowledge and 

Understanding about Psychosocial Support Principles: A Cluster-Randomized Controlled 

Trial. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17020484 

Thompson‐Assan, S., Aguadze, G. A., & Kaitoo, D. K. (2023). Integrated first‐level psychosocial  

response to disasters in low‐ and middle‐income countries. Counselling and Psychotherapy 

Research, 24(2), 390–395. https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12668 

Wright, J., & Jayawickrama, J. (2020). “We Need Other Human Beings in Order to be Human”:  

Examining the Indigenous Philosophy of Umunthu and Strengthening Mental Health 

Interventions. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11013-020-09692-4 

Venkataraman, S., Patil, R., & Balasundaram, S. (2019). Why mental health literacy still matters: 

a review [Review of Why mental health literacy still matters: a review]. International 

Journal of Community Medicine and Public Health, 6(6), 2723–2723. Medip 

Academy. https://doi.org/10.18203/2394-6040.ijcmph20192350 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2026 by the Authors. This Article is an open access article distributed under 

the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) 

license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)  

 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17020484
https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12668
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11013-020-09692-4
https://doi.org/10.18203/2394-6040.ijcmph20192350
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

