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Mental health and psychosocial support is
essential in humanitarian action



MHPSS is essential in humanitarian

Purpose of this advocacy paper

action
The purpose of this advocacy paper is to equip organizations
Mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) is an essential, life-saving implementing MHPSS with a unified framework for advocacy,
component of humanitarian action, both as a fundamental human right and as a enabling coordination, coherent messaging, and action. As global
critical enabler of effective outcomes across sectors. MHPSS not only addresses funding constraints threaten essential services, it is critical that the
the profound psychological distress caused by crises but also enhances the humanitarian system speaks with one voice to safeguard and scale
effectiveness of the continuum of care across different areas of work, including MHPSS interventions.
health, nutrition, education, protection, and livelihoods. Evidence shows that
MHPSS contributes to improved resilience, learning outcomes, treatment This document provides an overview of the impact of funding
adherence, and community cohesion, making it a powerful accelerator of recovery cuts, and outlines five key asks to ensure effective MHPSS in
and development*. As such, integrated, multi-sectoral approaches are vital to humanitarian response.
ensure that MHPSS is embedded across the humanitarian system. However,
amid escalating global needs, the recent and continued global funding cuts for These key asks are designed to guide collective efforts to ensure
humanitarian aid threaten to erode hard-won progress in MHPSS. Cuts to MHPSS MHPSS in humanitarian response remains effective and relevant
programming have devastating consequences, deepening suffering, undermining across sectors in the face of growing needs and shrinking budgets.
recovery, and jeopardizing gains made in mental health and psychosocial care Core messages included under each ask can be used independently
access and policy integration over the past decade. The international community for advocacy purposes, including talking points, social media
must act now to safeguard MHPSS as an indispensable element of effective and messaging, and communications with senior leadership when talking
accountable humanitarian action. about the need for MHPSS integration in humanitarian response.
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Breakdown of essential care: Mental health services may not be sustained, result-
ing on increased mental health conditions, often requiring uninterrupted treatment,
and associated increased deterioration of physical health and day to day functioning.
In addition, a reduction of available services such as psychological interventions in-
creases strain on an already underfunded mental health system.

Loss of frontline capacity: Fewer caregivers, social workers, and community re-
sponders equipped to identify and respond to MHPSS needs means fewer services,
and impact on quality. This increases caseloads and emotional strain on remaining
staff, raising the risk of chronic workplace stress and mental health conditions, prov-
ing increased costs to the organization, undermining care quality and falling short of
humanitarian standards. Without MHPSS in case management, children impaired by
significant distress go unidentified, increasing the risk for mental health conditions and
threatening their long-term social, emotional, and cognitive development. Globally, 1
in 7 adolescents experiences a mental health condition, and suicide is the fourth lead-
ing cause of death among 15—19-year-olds®. If training and interventions on suicide
risks and self-harm prevention are stopped, we may see increase rates of suicidal
ideation and attempts.

Disruptions in information management systems and support structures: can
undermine quality assurance mechanisms such as supportive supervision, which are
essential for ensuring safe, effective, and accountable mental health care, as well as
for providing reliable data to inform decisions on MHPSS services.

Stalled progress in advancing children’s and people’s right to mental health:
threatening recent gains in national policy reform, dedicated financing, and global
accountability mechanisms.

To address this dire situation, urgent actions are

required:

O

International donors,
including bilateral and
multilateral organizations,
must urgently increase
their investment in mental
health, allocating at least
0.5%, and ideally 1%, of their
overall health development
financing to mental health,
which could provide
hundreds of millions of
additional dollars for services
in LMICs.

O

Governments must
increase their domestic
mental health financing to
meet the Lancet
Commission's targets of 5%
of total health spend for LICs,
LMICs, and UMICs, and 10%
for HICs. This requires
predictable and sustainable
finance, as well as more
effective and efficient use of
existing funds.

Private and philanthropic
donors must step in to fill
critical funding gaps where

domestic resources are
insufficient, recognizing the

catalytic role they play in
achieving systemic change.




Key Ask 1: Enhance the effectiveness of the Humanitarian
Reset through the integration of MHPSS






Localization

Local actors play a key role in MHPSS. They are the first to re-
spond to an emergency, and they have the greatest knowledge of
local resources, language, beliefs, and associated coping strate-
gies, culture and geography. Integrating MHPSS into their ongoing
activities (e.g. within health, protection, nutrition, education, etc.)
is a cost and time effective strategy. As such, their capacity and
well-being must also be prioritized and protected.

Community-based MHPSS supports communities as drivers for
their own care and helps restore collective structures and systems
essential to individual and collective well-being. Community-en-
gagement is essential in localization efforts for sustainability and
community resilience. There is extensive expertise in cost-effective,
community-based MHPSS approaches built on task-sharing, which
enable non-specialists to deliver services and has led to the devel-
opment of diverse, scalable interventions.

When MHPSS is integrated in cash-transfers as a part of local-
ization efforts, it enhances the overall impact by improving mental
well-being, which in turn supports better decision-making and
coping strategies within the communities themselves. This leads to
improved outcomes in livelihoods and education, as individuals are
more able to pursue opportunities and manage challenges effec-
tively.

Proactive Messaging and Countering
Disinformation

Addressing the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral roots of
negative attitudes toward the humanitarian sector is essential
for effectively communicating its value. MHPSS actors bring
valuable expertise in tackling stigma and disinformation; skills
honed through years of addressing mental health misconcep-
tions via awareness-raising and advocacy. These approaches
can be leveraged to build trust and counter misinformation in
the broader humanitarian context.

Unintended negative effects of humanitarian and development
work, which fuel critiques, are often behavioral in nature and
caused by the neglect of psychological factors (dignity, frus-
tration, demotivation, increased community tensions) in im-
plementation. Integration of MHPSS-informed know-how into
measures decreases unintended negative behavioral effects.



Key Ask 2: Recognize MHPSS as essential to
humanitarian assistance and as a lifesaving service






Maintain Continuity of Mental Health
Services

It is essential to ensure continuous access
to mental health care, particularly for indi-
viduals with mental health conditions such
as psychosis, bipolar disorder, anxiety or
depression. This includes uninterrupted
availability of psychotropic medications
and psychological interventions. Abrupt
disruptions, often caused by funding gaps,
can lead to serious relapse, life-threaten-
ing symptoms, or even death, while also
undermining community trust in the health
system and deepening economic loss.

To prevent this, humanitarian actors must
develop clear transition and sustainability
plans for mental health services from the
outset. At the same time, investing in the
capacity of local health systems is crucial
to ensure these services continue beyond
the acute emergency phase.

Integrate MHPSS Prevention,
Promotion, and Wellbeing Activities

MHPSS prevention, promotion, and well-
being activities address the root causes of
mental health challenges, foster resilience,
and promote overall well-being. These
activities are vital for individuals and com-
munities to cope with adversity and prevent
mental health conditions. Denying children
MHPSS and education programs denies
them opportunity to break intergenerational
cycles of illiteracy, poverty, and violence.
When community violence prevention pro-
grams are shut down, individuals become
more vulnerable to forced recruitment into
non-state armed groups. Improved mental
health and psychosocial well-being con-
tributes to a longer life. People with mental
health conditions have a substantially re-
duced life expectancy relative to the gener-
al population.

Ensure Suicide Prevention
Programming

Populations affected by humanitarian
emergencies experience stressors that
increase the risk for suicide, such as eco-
nomic difficulties, loss of resources, vio-
lence and abuse, and loss of social support
networks. Concurrently, access to family
support and appropriate mental health
care may be limited, and stigma around
mental health is pervasive. Implementa-
tion of comprehensive suicide prevention
strategies that include crisis hotlines,
prevention campaigns, and integration of
mental health in general care is essential.
Particular attention must be given to high-
risk groups including adolescents, young
adults, and women in the perinatal period.
In all emergencies, it is essential to include
community-based responses that train
multi-sectoral frontline workers and com-
munity gatekeepers to recognize suicide
warning signs and strengthen self-care
strategies and help-seeking behaviour in
the community.







Key Ask 3: Integrate MHPSS across sectors as an enabler
of humanitarian aid






























Key Ask 4: MHPSS is a foundational component to recovery
and long-term development after emergencies






Key Ask 5: Ensure MHPSS programming is community-driven
and contextually grounded






Conclusion

Protection of mental health and well-being, and access to quality MHPSS services, are funda-
mental human rights. Yet the promotion and protection of these rights are being undermined
by drastic global funding cuts, with devastating consequences for individuals, communities,
and the effectiveness of humanitarian response. The Humanitarian Reset presents an oppor-
tunity to improve efficiency and accountability in humanitarian aid, but also carries the risk that
cross-sectoral priorities such as MHPSS could be deprioritized.

This advocacy brief underscores the ethical, human rights—based, and economic imperative
for the sustained prioritization of MHPSS in all emergencies. MHPSS is not an optional add-
on; it is a life-saving intervention and an indispensable enabler of effective humanitarian action
across health, protection, education, nutrition, livelihoods, and peacebuilding. Its continuity

is essential for safeguarding dignity, resilience, and recovery, and for advancing sustainable
development beyond crises.

The key asks, core messages, and actions outlined provide a framework for NGOs, commu-
nity-based organizations, UN agencies, governments, and donors to act collectively. By safe-
guarding and expanding access to MHPSS, the international community can uphold its human
rights obligations, strengthen humanitarian effectiveness, and ensure that every person affect-
ed by crisis has access to the highest attainable standard of mental health and psychosocial
well-being.
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