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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 (Fernandez 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 (N6thling 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; N6thling 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
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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
5


https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=z%3A7VlNjBxHFV6bJFiQnCGRQCWhKF60Mzs%2Fu7M7sQK214m98U%2FsrKMgBSRququ7y9vd1e6q3tm5OYkQR6RIoKBwsJQgBOIK0iIEHLgRDhy8NySUEzeQAHEwSHyvqnume7xrW94cOFjyeqZnXr16P997Ve%2Bbd%2FYWPhOoXIYyPS5uFsqIyVM%2Fuh4JdlmkhsfsguCxidglaUTOvQkLcp6Iscq32clXVZ4ssV6n01lkvtBeLkdCM4O126kax8IPxRLjxkhT4GvGU5%2BNRCxFQELcsEyoLBYsUrHP%2BEgVhiVuz8ju2WabhkVcs1QZLBQpE7tZrHJBamCyYDJlL6dhTIpVzgot05BxdrPgsTTcyB1BZskwhaaU7OwuWeuENnwUSx1B05ZKRK6Fqfy8ylMRa%2BZL7RVaQ2Bmv1FMm1xovQS1Gb2RKrVeRSLOmBZiGwa02RnmqdSIJFM5zyf4HI8%2BveMpjydaaqYCa4fPDYfhFHoexxMsi2PhGWzqFzn5AiEtWKBgCgtzVWSajRGPIvVFbvg2IgKbcrEjxdgqfFDKXtBMy13sA9tSyLKM50a%2FiOBLRGzitHkqTCW21ZnwZCA9ioXKsSPszvEQBCKntWaSIShwJdMTDzlUofSwOaTLIE1BsFxl3SU5l3qbBdwzCiopfB4vtLjPAi3ioGVjLBHXfAe7I%2FL3WZDlKnDpsWCKszoMx5H0ItqffOZGVC6TzuV6Jq1t0y3I00ghzkABvocpgGAClCnAi%2BoFThex0ZQPxN8hvAFFyjb3fUqvyJAfaBqTEKWUtklhN3KpCg0s0N5wY0eSPGc5T50JKVItU4A6wlYIhzok6dYmlAjHnxcBXgIKphkok0xO6kmSGZXgK1u6EyZQEFS4hBKs9tlYQu8nt963r5FMfbv7J7d%2BeIoWUBliMdPFyKCYRxzl6OFVmDGVrDYyTOA31T7Pc0kwgtH1OJ9i3POKpIiRDPjq70CG0Ai1mcg9geD5tGYEb9g2LKwB6BTMzKwbJsfyUJZ9ptqWvM%2BV1i2vAABcSSVCW8tZKFLEKkacocvmX%2BS24VDPIOhzwBx5jgtBLqHbTFFj4eF5ABlZxjOkKssloUkXGQrftNlr8ANxp5ZDnnD4gsQnAK41teyBD1O2FRDItcZePPciSHumgJ%2BAo9U2hQoAKUjCBqRsaNSx8M%2BaZBA5bwkYpBzWkTpb6PtohQ8EK6oLOzSQGXHosT3bBZkya%2F0FfBBX2G5rCeYmyhcxS2iZzbDPMxKGM%2Bj20Iv3CDxJBgX52fYpJHsLn4v4iCLpmcfn1ePz6vF59fi8enxePT6v%2Fg%2FPq9jFXfjnKOG9Tm%2FQ6qzE1HJx%2FhTUVN7eWzjupwgeXoOAJzKeeBtKAB1oHfKKRJ%2Fl7FLbz1UsFjzp672FJz1fyd0vdTvtbme9s9xdGfT6a%2F1OG4fGsD1c63XXhusI4Si9hf91%2Bo4kiRaJyF5nZdhaX13pewkPb3SHa51uv7866EYqE%2Bg%2FYnf7zdmHN7C6cKbfIN2tbrfV6W4j4qoA1N%2FI490vR8ZkLy4v44hBfet2MRZt7rWL7eXVQWe4HFKhofXuLSwIgBb6X9%2FIAV7qvS%2Fv8LiwLak6Yg6B1itTaL1hm8C1WvZhG%2FdphxNeAXNaZI6GPQhQW%2BXh8n1jhEiGsUKCVb63cOxGxkNxpUhG2LVXDsVPJJkfXEC6Y4sUSEm7gDr6%2B89S5kYjtbu38EQQCZK4%2B%2FX%2FhiduLSws%2BLEIzN3TX3l6%2BTaeUPzZ3dPnf%2F7e7%2FAgxtI30d3TG3c%2BOI3H2rbHDlSY%2FeswhRfSX9LDVOFH77GHUXi4hZvdlxoK958ig4%2Bi8B%2BcvpopTI6o8NVffIeCNovh7W8fTeHF8U8paDOFH%2BPpKEm5NPz4L59qUi7953rTwh%2BT5BEUXv7NuGHh%2FvlHUPjMZy
https://dummy-citation.com/citation?d=z%3A7VnNjxzFFV%2B%2BrAiUKAoKAoVAoUh8KDszPTM7OzusEGsvtrzIJg6G%2BJBDqOmu6a6d6q6muntnB%2BXgmFukSAk5BCQiIUU5RrlFLAiR3PInoBxI5FPEjQMSsaUov1f9MT27M7vrWw4%2B2J7urnr1Pn7vvd8r3zhYecBX2uWpNgcr9%2BzG3BevZOFQGK%2FT7%2FRG2khfRveHsTe6KP1A4U%2BaYKG0e6SOkncOVu71hkO9f7By%2FygQtOD2i%2F8Z3bq%2BsrLiKTFKb2899czP3sCTm%2Br49ta5dy%2FTJzGRXhrc3tr%2By7%2B38Fg7%2BN5FAr96ZO9fSwRuv%2FE9eqgEfvjZX08h8Nbnn9CyhQK%2F%2BGxOw4%2FP0%2BNJAo8x%2BaU%2FPjmvYfc0Jh8j8Pxr2%2BSNUuDjvV%2FT450JdG4%2FTFosFPhY49ZpfDgvcOOD3ywV%2BODbm3fuwxcu%2F4pkLBL44u0%2FP3nnArc6v6SnhRo%2B9MIjdy7w3G9%2F%2BsEygQ9%2F%2BTC7Y4HnP%2F37Ug2%2F8%2FhFQsAJArce%2BeRzOncRbC7cF1CEZjj8Ek8navj1nz6lXYsE7tz4W13D57OHTiFw6%2BmdL5YB%2B%2BV%2FNEhCpeFH3zxFpmz94J112rVI4JW3b8zl8odfn87kj5dpeHXnXXJvJfC9350iKIjyf5f58OpXlynXKoEH3z6NhscIfO3SP%2BtB2f7o7GGB4s1Mp2L6wM93UiYT5omRjITHeLLK2M3r748jPVHC8wXjkceGQkkxShgf6ixloYhSrpgnE208YRI2CaQbMC49xlIoZ5gRrvYjSb1hlYU8wrG0iT3NYiP28Asfbl7%2FfbPPLueyWCC4SgOmZCoMd6dMRq7KPJGQQBwr8WHKUl1KTgRLYuHKkXTZTJFNxkhvGfkQqCfQRjOWCDFmpc7lOTJCVwtt89q0e3Jb9YgZmYzZiMONMIxsd3mWCHgF3xKhRo3UCJ6SOLyj73gfGz0SSQJhOCIQKmZ8j0vFh0ps2jWMp6lMC3t4ShtCeL%2FuJ7uOx%2FgSG8nxjeQ0SHmY0%2Bx02bYOYx3RuXRkYc9ht70Gb%2BFnuOx7wBMEU0TMDThe4K18y0aduRAP28l3CUJksJleFSfmES6CMheTWlDeqgVlBg5t8DAaCUMASKcxfAD9WZxM3UAr7Us3xxL8miCCxwHPxmZhcGxkrOdlBKMKiOHDXGiOxqYKS24gRJNV5P7DoVkaG%2Ft1DkIEPXhlDnhHcde3wbJ5l58C%2B1MjXXh7SfAgk%2BObZz0Wak%2Bo5mEZirvjPJZF4JKMMjNPo3oe%2BVzCLteFb%2FC4yrKIgpVaEOIPvFrXleGBTfj0EHxpZQhBKQnztcZTXfMmYy%2BJJIb6dDwkeoZPhqThqtXH1ZErYlt%2BLPpEIKJE7pGiEGzBZh%2FhUloOVSmsEF8iwCoz0ZlCeDxBuEcNO%2BQ9lxvRZFe1K3XDE6H2DY8Ra7JOZQIKAI7RcemUP6SZAboz30eQioOX7IE1PElwHoDisYnEN5S%2FVeYLcnGOWp1FqZk2mTfRZnyw8q2ADxF7WDU9c43ODDlBj1JtluqzjKITmG%2FyQhdnQwVzSmvJpSZqsrMRORClymY0D%2BlEW94QB26ACRD%2BIVcqLwnIAxHGpC%2BgUYMCuZ1kIJUYwMBijb%2FmwE9vZ%2Bk975JKY6iDbPBtC4AOZLQ9dqRdAA0lNELLeXexP29ef489e%2FnipedqLerYInFMdzqhOfEw3qw1KKAGIZDHAQT1RehYCShZV0qP8tZQlhd4dcKNVyW2VCoCmvNFC7Uvzql6DZvAwUwPKdMoSoHRmQ%2BjYMyeFBPyag2nyMYr2fAyFno85UOOEomMpnBRQMsKkmTDXeGmdJaHbwncLK5efM72j7y6ZpFFVxIID%2Fg1Ylo%2FxMtMKXEKSL
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

International Journal of Humanity and Social Sciences
ISSN: 3005-5407 (Online)
Vol. 5, Issue No. 4, pp. 1 — 17, 2026 www.carijournals.org

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.

WWW.carijournals.org

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.”

“We do not talk about
mental health here.”

Focus on immediate
relief

Cultural silence

Prioritisation of
material needs

Mental health stigma

Relief overshadowing
psychosocial recovery

Barriers to literacy and
intervention

“I did not know where Lack of resource Low mental health Barriers to literacy and
to get help for awareness literacy intervention
anxiety.”

“Neighbours helped Community support Informal coping  Community resilience
each  other, but focus mechanisms without psychosocial
nobody  mentioned framing

stress.”

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, “/ 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
8
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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
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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 (Corvalan 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
(Fernandez 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.

» ldentify 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.
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