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Objectives: The specific objectives of the study are to examine the mental health
(depression and anxiety) of the first generation of post-Taliban government and compare
these measures with its preceding generation, and to assess war experience of the first
generation of post-Taliban government. We also wanted to assess the daily stressors
and their contribution to the mental health, and to assess mental health as a result of war
experiences and daily stressors with respect to demographic measures such as sex,
marital status, age, mother’s age, birth order, and ethnicities.

Methods: In a cross-sectional design, 621 high school students, were randomly
selected to participate in the study to assess war experience, daily stressors, and mental
health among the first generation of young adults under post-Taliban government.

Results: The participants had 17.37 + 0.9 mean years of ages, 94.8% of them
were unmarried. Poor mental health was significantly associated with higher exposure
to war, but not with the age of participants (P = 0.08). There was no association
between war experiences and the age and ethnicity of our participants (p = 0.9,
p = 0.7). Age differences were negligible for daily stressors too (P = 0.07). Daily
stressors scores were higher for female than male students (P = 0.02). The majority of
young adults surveyed, declared themselves in agreement with statements such as the
security situation in Afghanistan makes me frustrated (56%), air pollution as a concern
(41%), and not having anyone to talk about what is in their heart (28.8%). Gender
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differences were highly significant for mental health, as appraised by both The Hopkins
Symptoms Checklist (HSCL) —depression and HSCL-anxiety. Girls presented higher rates
of depression, anxiety, and daily stressors than boys, and boys presented higher rates

of war experiences than girls.

Conclusion: War experience, daily stressors, and mental health were irrelevant with
age, ethnicity and marital status. Factor such as being the first-born child of the
family, higher reported war experiences, and daily stressors all negatively impact mental
health. Alongside war and its direct effects, the existing socio-cultural context must be
considered as a potential factor mediating the mental health of girls in Afghanistan.

Keywords: mental health, young adults, war experience, daily stressors, Taliban fall, post-Taliban generation,

conflict zone, Afghanistan

INTRODUCTION

Mental health is an integral and essential component of children’s
and adolescent’s healthy development, but has been treated with
low priority in Afghanistan (1). Despite 17 years having lapsed
since the fall of the Taliban in Mazar-e-Sharif by the Afghan
Northern Alliance in December 2001, the intervention of the
international community has not led to an overall liberation of
the Afghans. Afghanistan remains a conflict zone with much
of the country controlled by warlords and terrorist attacks
continuing in various regions of the country (2-5). With poor
living conditions due to broken economy and poor governance,
low life expectancy (61/64), high maternal and infant mortality
rate, low level of literacy, widespread inequalities between gender
and social economic and drug-based economy (60% of gross
domestic product), Afghanistan is ranked near the bottom
of the Worlds Human Development Index (168 out of 188
countries) (3-9).

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), youth
exposed to war and home displacement may develop mental
disorders including depression, suicide ideation, Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorders (PTSD), and substance abuse (5). Armed
violence and war in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs)
pose a greater burden on existing mental health infrastructure
due to a lack of resources (10). Song et al. highlight the need
for more research to better characterize the mental health needs
of people in LMICs. Our investigation aims to contribute to
this call for research in the Afghanistan context. Researchers
have found that the extent of war exposures is significantly
associated with PTSD, in a conflict setting (11). Moreover, they
conclude that the association between exposure to armed conflict
and resulting psychological stress was significantly mediated
by daily stressors for post-traumatic stress manifestations (11).
Organized war and armed conflict produce and heighten daily
stressors including poverty, social alienation, access to housing,
and familial structure (12). Researchers have delineated a
psychosocial model that includes both exposure to war and daily
stressors as mediators of mental health (12). The inclusion of
daily stressors is critical because exposure to the violent conflict
can generate daily stressors and so these daily stressors play a
role in the relationship between exposure to war and subsequent

psychological distress (12). It is the continuing impact of political
violence on peoples lives that contributes to psychological
distress (13). The researchers here distinguish between daily
stressors that are potential traumatic events (PTEs) and other
stressors. It is postulated that such PTEs contribute to chronic
activation of the stress system and consequently poorer mental
health over time (13).

As of today, every child born and raised in Afghanistan has
experienced war and conflict in the country (14). Approximately
17% of the adult population in Afghanistan suffers from mental
health disorders (15). Literature on mental health conditions
in Afghanistan represent a high prevalence of depression,
anxiety and post-traumatic disorders (3, 16, 17). According to
a 2015 study, young adults in Kabul present with poor mental
health status (18). These conditions have contributed to direct
traumatic exposures as direct impact of armed conflicts on top
of poor living standards, bad governance, and insecure family
environment which have significant effect on poor mental health
(17, 19). Young adults are a significant agent for change and
economic power of the future of Afghanistan but become victims
of these situations. Many children are pressured to work before
the age limit of 18 due to low socio-economic status (20). This
is contrary to Afghanistan’s Labor Law, which stipulates that
the minimum age for employment is 18 and children aged
14 and younger are not allowed to work. Partial security after
Taliban’s fall, led to an exponential increase in school attendance
for both girls and boys in the country, specifically in Mazar-
e-Sharif (the capital of Balkh province) (21, 22). We decided
to use schools as potential sites for intervention to address
young adult's mental health. Prior to the implementation of
interventions, we wanted to understand the state of mental health
by drawing community samples about the war experiences and
daily life stress in the first generation of young adults under post-
Taliban government in Mazar-e-Sharif. The specific objectives
of the study are to examine the mental health (depression and
anxiety) of the first generation of post-Taliban government and
compare these measures with its preceding generation, and to
assess war experience of the first generation of post-Taliban
government. We also wanted to assess the daily stressors and
their contribution to the mental health, and to assess mental
health as a result of war experiences and daily stressors with
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10 districs in mazar e sharif ( The center of Balkh province

all distircts selected in purpose to consider diversity

L 4

Random sample of 14 schools

from district 1 to 4, eight single sex schools ( 4 boys, 4 girls ), and 6 co-educational schools from district 5 to
10, were selected.

L 2

random sample of 28 classes collected from 14 schools (grades 10 - 12)

The mean age of all student population (grades 10-12)
Female Male Total
17,18 17.76 17.4
(grades 10 - 12 cater for 16 - 18 years old students)

data of classes obtained from the administrator of schools

v

Random sample of 700 students obtaine

Female Male

383

79 cases were excluded.

Total
621

FIGURE 1 | Sampling for a three stage, stratified random survey.

respect to demographic measures such as sex, marital status, age,
mother’s age, birth order, and ethnicity.

METHODS

Survey Design

From the 20th of January to March 30th, 2018, we employed
a cross-sectional design, wherein participants were included
randomly. Participants were high school students aged between
16 and 18 years old from Mazar-e-sharif. This is the center
of Balkh province which is known to have one of the high
attendance in school in Afghanistan. Mazar-e-Sharif province
has 10 local districts. Three-stage school-based sampling was
used in this survey (Figure1l). The first stage of sampling
considered all districts having a wide range of social and
economic experiences. To calculate sample size, we used the
limit of statistical significance a = 0.05 with 95% confidence

intervals, and an estimated design effect of 2.5. Across these
assumptions, 700 cases were deemed as adequate for estimation
of the prevalence of the mental health status of the population.
For the second stage of sampling, we randomly selected 14
schools which have high attendance in school. These are from
districts 1-4. Eight segregated schools (four for boys and four
for girls), and six co-educational schools from districts 5-10,
were selected.

For the third stage of sampling, a random sample of 28
classes was collected from grades 10-12 with a minimum of 50
participants from each school. At the beginning of our survey,
we randomly selected students from the class attendance list,
though all the students were willing to participate in the study.
We surveyed the entire members of one or two classes. Before
the distribution of questionnaires, we obtained oral consent from
all the students. Almost all students agreed to take part in the
study and answer the questionnaires because of the novelty
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of our research. Due to the literacy level of the participants,
we were able to maintain the same environmental conditions
thus preventing response biases in our study. Afghans are not
normally comfortable to talk about their distressing emotions. In
this study, everyone got their own questionnaire and completed
answering by themselves without an interviewer reading it aloud
or them answering it for the interviewer in an audible voice. Most
of the participants were asked whether their participation would
benefit them with regards to their mental health or not. They were
told that their responses will be gathered for research purposes
only and findings will be shared back to the school (Figure 1).

The survey team had three staff that included two medical
students and a driver. The two medical students were educated in
Mazar-e-Sharif and were known by the students thus facilitating
easy rapport with the students. The team moved sequentially
from school to school which maximized efficiency in data
collection and quality. The questionnaires were filled by students
for ~15min to complete. The protocol was approved by
Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Science, Balkh education
presidency and by all subsidiary school directors. As such,
all ethical considerations were in order throughout the length
of this study. One exclusion criteria for the study was not
being part of the first generation young adults under the post-
Taliban government.

Screening Instruments

We used screening instruments for measuring mental health,
which were chosen based on traumatic events considered,
culturally specific attitudes and relevant psychometric properties
for the war- affected population. Our study comprises three
standard instruments: the Afghan Stressors Scale (ADSS), Afghan
War Experiences Scale (AWES), and The Hopkins Symptom
Checklist-25 (HSCL) (3, 17).

Independent variables considered are:

1. Socio-demographic characteristics such as age (the age of
respondents, their fathers and mothers), gender, marital
status, ethnicity, past educational gap, birth order, past exam
failed, and house location.

2. War experiences such as exposure to war-related violence
and loss was measured by the Afghan War Experiences Scale
(AWES). This scale contains 17 war-related items; responses
are rated on a 3-point Likert scale, (1) Never, (2) once, and (3)
more than once. The sum of scores, yielding within a range
of 17-51, with excellent reliability across gender (Cronbachs
alpha = 0.94 for women and 0.91 for men) (23).

3. Dalily stressors measured by the Afghan Daily Stressors Scale
(ADSS). The ADSS was developed by Professor Miller with
Dr. Omidian and other Afghani colleagues, using a multi-
step process in Kabul. This culturally-grounded questionnaire
contains 26 items which ask respondents to indicate how
stressful they have found each item during the past month, the
responses are rated on a 3-point Likert scale, (1) not stressful,
(2) somewhat stressful, and (3) very stressful. The sum of
scores, yielding a total score of 26-79. The ADSS is useful
in assessing a wide range of daily stressors such as financial
hardships, health problems, social isolation, family conflicts

and environmental concerns. The reliability of ADSS varied by
gender (Cranach’s alpha = 0.7 for women and 0.58 for men).
ADSS was also validated as a screening tool in a community
setting in Pakistan (18).

Dependent variables considered are:

Mental health which measured depression and anxiety using
the Hopkins Symptom Checklist (HSCL-25) (21). The HSCL
contains 25-items that includes 15 items of depression and a 10-
item subscale for anxiety with each item scored from 1 to 4 (24),
1 (“not at all”), and 4 (“extremely”). The HSCL has been widely
used in studies on refugees and other war-affected populations
(3, 23), and has demonstrated good reliability and validity.

Statistical Analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 16
for Windows. All numerical data were expressed as mean =+
SD and percentage values for analysis, responses to Likert scale
questionnaires were summed across constituent items, to yield
total scores for each participant. Both categorical and continuous
variables were subjected to bivariate test to examine association
with ASCL scores using one-way ANOVAs, independent sample
t-test, and Pearson'’s correlations were applied where appropriate.
All the data were screened for linearity and normality with
p < 0.05 considered as statistically significant for this study.
The major number of analyses were conducted separately for
each gender.

RESULTS

A total of 621 participants with 17.37 £ 0.9 mean years of age,
completed the three questionnaires. Their father’s and mother’s
mean of ages were 50.12 and 43, respectively. 62.9% (excluding
40 males who met the exclusion criteria) of our participants were
females and 37.1% males, most were unmarried (94.8%). Nine
percent of our participants had past educational deprivation and
29% reported failure in some school exams. The participants
were predominantly Tajik (68.1%), Hazara (12.5%) and Pashtun
(10.2%), which reflect the predominance of Tajik in Mazar-e-
Sharif. Almost all (99.9%) participants had both parents still alive.
Most of the students (67%) were the fourth eldest descendants
(according to the birth-order) of their families (Table 1).

In our study, the mean score of HSCL-depression and
HSCL-anxiety were 28.45 & 10 and 19.39 =+ 7, respectively, to
examine the mental health (depression and anxiety) of the first
generation under the post-Taliban government and to compare
these measures with its preceding generation. Positive correlation
were obtained between HSCL-Depression and HSCL-anxiety (P
< 0.001). For assessing war experience of the first generation of
post-Taliban government, the AWE-17 scores ranged from 17 to
51 with an average score of 19.32 &+ 3.72. The mean score of
ADSS-26 was 42 £ 10 (Table 2). The majority of participants
declared themselves in agreement with statements such as the
security situation in Afghanistan makes me frustrated (56%), air
pollution as a concern (41%), and not having anyone to talk
about what is in their heart (28.8%), (Table 3). Five percent of our
participants suffered from the loss of family income frequently,
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21 and 18.5% of cases suffered from not being able to buy the
things their family needed and loss of their income, respectively
(Table 4).

Gender differences were highly significant for differences in
reported mental health, as appraised by both HSCL -depression
and HSCL-anxiety. In our study, HSCL -depression and anxiety
scores were higher for females than males (p < 0.001). Most of
our participants had no experience of being injured, jailed or
tortured during war. However, poor mental health status was
significantly associated with higher exposure to war experience
irrespective of gender and marital status (P < 0.001). High level

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics: Independent variables.

Characteristics Female = 363 (100%) Male = 214 (100%)

Age

Participants

<15 years 6 (1.7%) 0 (0%)
16-18 336 (92.6%) 184 (86%)
>19 21 (5.8%) 29 (13.6%)
Parents age Mothers Fathers
<39 179 (30%) 35 (6%)
40-59 357 (62%) 422 (73%)
>60 16 (2.8%) 94 (16%)
Ethnicity

Tajik 2583 (69.7%) 115 (63.7%)
Hazara 13 (3.6%) 20 (9.3%)
Pashtun 33 (9%) 26 (12%)
Ozbek 34 (9.4%) 38 (17.8%)
Turkman 1(0.3%) 8 (3.7%)
Marital status

Single 341 (93.9%) 206 (96.3%)
Married 22 (6%) 8 (3.7%)
Order of birth

<4 235 (64.7%) 151 (70.6%)
5-7 99 (27.3%) 41 (19.2%)
>8 23 (6.3%) 16 (7.5%)
Past educational deprivation

Yes 30 (8.3%) 22 (10.3%)
No 328 (90.4%) 192 (89%)

of war experiences was significant among men (P = 0.01), with
mean scores of 19.83 for males and 19.01 for females. Poor mental
health was significantly associated with higher exposure to war,
but not with the age of participants (P = 0.08). There was no
association between war experiences and the age and ethnicity of
our participants (p = 0.9, p = 0.7). Age differences were negligible
for daily stressors too (P = 0.07).

Daily stressors scores were higher for female than male
students (P = 0.02), and six items were significantly more
stressful for females than males in this study, including “Not
being able to find work,” “Not feeling happy with my family,”
“Problems with my teeth,” “My family member being sick,” “Air
pollution,” “Feeling like people don’t give me enough support.”
Furthermore, higher HSCL scores were significantly associated
with high daily stressors (P = 0.01). Headache, feeling fearful,
crying easily and feeling lonely among girl students and heart
pounding or racing and loss of sexual interest or pleasure among
boys’ students were chosen extremely on four Likert scales.
Compared to the first four family members, last family members
experienced higher daily stressors (P = 0.04) (Table 4). Also,
negative relation was found between having a younger mother
(age < 39) and higher daily stressors scores (P = 0.04).

DISCUSSION

Despite the fall of the Taliban, every child born and raised
in Afghanistan has experienced war and conflict (2, 14, 15).
Our school-based study was conudcted in Mazar-e-Sharif, where
school attendance is high, affording a climate of improved
security (14). This study yielded systematic data regarding
the investigation of mental health, war experiences and daily
stressors among the first generation of young adults after the
overthrow of the Taliban government.

On a design level, our study shows that schools are a valuable
source of ascertaining mental health and mental health related
factors among school-age young adults due to their feasibility,
high national-diversity (Tajki, Hazara, Pashtoon, Ozbek and
Turkman) and the student’s willingness and pleasure to answer
questions about their feelings and emotions. Our participants
reported that they had never been asked about their feelings,
emotional status and daily stressors, as has been reported in
previous studies (25, 26). This finding raises the awareness of
the importance of providing an opportunity for students to talk

TABLE 2 | The relation between mental health, war experiences and daily stressors with age and gender.

Questionnaire Mean + SD Age Gender ADS HSCL-A HSCL-D AWE

P-value differences P-value P-value P-value P-value
P-value

ADSS 42 £10 0.5 0.02 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

HSCL-25

HSCL-A 19.39+7 0.6 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

HSCL-D 28.45 + 10 0.9 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

AWE 19.32 £3.72 0.3 0.01 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

ADSS, Afghan Daily Stressors Scales; HSCL, Hopkins Symptom Checklist (HSCL-25), HSCL- anxiety, HSCL-depression; AWE, Afghan war expenses.
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TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics of Afghan daily stressors scales* with three likert.

During the past month, how stressful has each of the

Not at all stressful

Somewhat stressful Very stressful (%) Gender differences

following been for you? (%) (%) P-value*
Not having enough money to pay for things my family needs. 449 38.6 16.5 -
Not feeling safe in my home. 62.6 30.2 7.3 -
Not feeling healthy. 48.2 40.6 11.3 -
Not being able to find work. 50 30 20.8 0.003
Not feeling safe walking around outside of my home. 52.9 29.5 17.5 -
Not feeling happy with my family. 63.4 29 7.5 0.03
Not being able to afford medicines | need. 66.7 23.9 9.4 -
Problems with my teeth. 62.7 27.9 9.4 0.03
My family member being sick. 39 36.9 24 0.003
Feeling lonely. 51.5 29.5 19 -
Feeling like people do not give me enough support. 55 27.9 17 0.01
Being beaten by a family member. 81.6 12.7 5.7 -
Financial problems. 42.8 37 20 -
Overcrowding in my house. 65.9 26.9 7.3 -
The physical condition of my house. 68.6 25.3 6 -
Conflict in my home. 64.3 25,5 10 -
Missing relatives who live far away. 40.7 38 21 -
The security situation in Afghanistan. 16 2717 56 -
Not having anyone | can really talk to about what is in my heart. 41 30 28.8 -
Air pollution. 20 38 41.8 0.007
Roadblocks. 36.6 40 23.6 -
Not having children of my own. 79 11 10 -
Having too many children in the house. 72.3 18.5 9.2 -
Being unable to provide for my children’s needs. 72 18 10 -
Being unable to read or write. 67.5 14 18.5 -
Not owning my own home. 65.5 156.3 19.2 -

*Afghan daily Stressors, were used to develop a culturally-grounded instrument reflecting a range of stressful social conditions (17).

*P-value for gender differences on responses to the 3-point Likert-scale.

about their feelings and emotions, while underscoring a school-
based intervention.

We found that daily stressors are stronger predictors of mental
health than war experiences. These stressors were reported
significantly higher in girls than in boys, in congruence with the
study by Miller et al. (17), but not with Panter-Brick et al. (26).
This result emphasizes the importance of community structure
and cultural barriers for Afghan girls that must exist within
broader sociocultural and political frameworks. Negative relation
was found between having a younger mother (age < 39) and
higher daily stressors scores, in congruence with the findings by
Tearne et al. (27).

Our work contributes to the broader corpus of literature
on youth mental health and resilience amid conflict and war
in Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s conflict setting is both rural and
urban in nature, with an estimated 9.4 million people in need of
humanitarian assistance (28). Moreover, in most provinces there
is a lack of comprehensive emergency obstetric and newborn care
(CEmONC). Also, economic accessibility to care is curbed by
the introduction of now common user fees at both public and
private health centers at the tertiary level in Afghanistan (28).
Heinous attacks of this nature are a reminder of the continued

violence experienced by the citizenry and the critical need to
address the mental wellbeing of the population specifically in
the Afghanistan context. A previous analysis of mental distress
in Afghanistan found that vulnerable populations, including
minority ethnic groups, the widowed, the elderly, etc., were at
a heightened risk of experiencing mild to severe mental health
problems (29). Trani et al. conclude that mental health is a
function of a dynamic array of sociodemographic characteristics,
economic and cultural contexts.

The first systematic, longitudinal study of measures of mental
health and resilience in Afghanistan found that poor mental
health was driven predominantly by gender, trauma exposure,
caregiver wellbeing, and geographical area (30). The researchers
go on to attribute these factors to Afghan girls being more
than two times likely to have measures indicative of psychiatric
disorder compared to boys. They also determined that “everyday
violence” including familial or community level acts of violence
and exposure to deleterious social and economic stressors, the
effect of which effected the home environment, to be of equal
importance to “militarized violence” (30).

In turn, we position the present work as building off this base
by investigating the daily stressors that are present in the lives of
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TABLE 4 | Descriptive statistics of Afghan War experiences scale.

AWE* = 27 No = N (%) Once = N (%) Several = N (%)
Destruction of your house 526 (91.2) 43 (7.5) 8(1.4)
Destruction of your village or neighborhood 495 (85.8) 62 (10.7) 20 (3.5)
Participation of one or more family 504 (87.3) 59 (10.2) 14 (2.4)
Rocket landing on your house 547 (94.8) 26 (4.5) 4(0.7)
Death of a family member 501 (86.8) 67 (11.6) 9(1.6)
Injury of a family member 497 (86.1) 72 (12.5) 8(1.4)
Loss of your family income 443 (76.8) 107 (18.5) 27 (4.7)
Disappearance of a family member 534 (92.5) 34 (5.9) 9(1.6)
Separation from a family member 509 (88.2) 58 (10) 10(1.7)
Becoming a refugee from your 465 (80.6) 97 (16.8) 4(0.7)
Being injured yourself during the war 557 (96.5) 16 (2.8) 4(0.7)
Losing your property and wealth 486 (84.2) 75 (13) 14 (2.4)
Being put in jail 552 (95.7) 20 (3.5) 5(0.9)
Being beaten 529 (91.7) 40 (6.9) 8(1.4)
Having a family member in jail 526 (91.2) 46 (8) 5(0.9
A family member being beaten 519 (89.9) 54 (9.4) 4(0.7)
Not being able to afford to buy the thing your family needed 454 (78.7) 123 (21.3) 0

*Afghan war experiences.

young adults attending the schools of Mazar-e-Sharif. Previous
literature also points to the need for public health researchers
and scientists not to focus solely on the macrolevel effects of
war and conflict. This is because a focus on the macrolevel alone
leads to the erasure of the direct daily lived experiences of the
individuals afflicted with the effects of the conflict. Ventevogel
et al. (31) articulate this point by recommending researchers to
investigate the primary factors mediating mental health, while
accounting for violence at the family level, trauma, structural
barriers, etc. They see this is improved understanding as a way to
better informing potential psychiatric interventions of children
and adolescents in conflict-afflicted contexts.

Moreover, research on resilience in humanitarian contexts
has emphasized the use of multilayered psychosocial care
that addresses health, familial status and dynamics, economic
situation, and other layered factors contributing to one’s mental
health (32). This is most clearly seen in our inclusion of
salient items measured through the Afghan Daily Stressors Scale
(ADSS). On the factor of familial status and dynamics, prior
research deemed the family as being the only stable institution
in Afghanistan for socioeconomic development at the individual
level (33). Moreover, this stability translates into youth mental
health as domestic violence and inadequate caregiver mental
health prove detrimental to resilience, even over the effects of
direct war-violence (33). Thus, social capital and the broader
contexts governing mental health are important to consider for
public health researchers to understand how to best address the
status of mental health among the youth in Afghanistan after
the fall of the Taliban government in Mazar-e-Sharif. Finally,
we position this literature on the global scale as efforts to
understand and apply global mental health increase in prevalence
(34). Specifically, by understanding better the regional-specific
mental health mediators in Mazar-e-Sharif, the lessons may be

transferred and applied in other contexts, where policy positions
may be better informed by information such as salient mediators
of resilience, effective psychometric scales, and other predictors
of mental health.

Overall, the relation between war experiences and daily
stressors was significant, the higher the exposure to war, the
higher the daily stressors score obtained. Generally, the mean of
the daily stressors in our study was 10 scores less than ADSS cut
off points. For girls, items such as unable to find work, not feeling
happy with family, teeth troubles, sickness of the family member
and air pollution were significantly stressful. We found that there
is a strong relation between mental health and daily stressors and
this relation was stronger among females than males (p < 0.05),
this result is the same as that found by Miller et al. (17). This result
supports that not only war, but other invisible wounds cause
deep scars on the mental health of girls such as social restriction,
cultural barriers, low level of family and community support for
girls, religious restrictions and households factors.

The majority of our participants declared themselves
in agreement with statements such as dissatisfaction with
the security situation of Afghanistan, air pollution as a
concern, and not having someone to talk about what is
in their heart. Despite the higher level of daily stressors
among girls, war experiences significantly higher
among boys, as shown in a previous study (17). This is
due to socio-cultural contexts in which men are the main
breadwinner and the frontline in any social conflict. On
the other hand, within the Afghanistan context, women
are routinely encouraged to stay at home and observe
housekeeping roles.

Approximately 99% of our participants have parents
who are still alive, slightly dissimilar to one study
(6) where one in ten children have lost one or both

were
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of their parents.
problems  associated

High prevalence of mental health
with  higher ~war  experiences,
which underscores the direct effect of war on mental
health, nevertheless ethnicity and age did not affect
war experiences in this study, however, it takes issue
with the previous study that ethnicity was recognized
as an influential factor on mental health, which may
be attributed to the dominancy of the Tajik ethnicity in
Mazar-e-Sharif (6, 18).

The mean score of war experiences obtained 12 scores
lesser than the AWES mean showing a dramatic decrease in
war experiences; and the majority of our participants had
no experience of bad injury, imprisonment, or torture (p <
0.05). The mean participant score for HSCL-A and HSCL-D
obtained was 19.39 and 28.45 and mean Miller’s study scores
were 27.66 and 36.76 for HSCL-A and HSCL-D, respectively.
This shows a significantly lower prevalence of mental health
problems among young adult school goers in Mazar-e-Sharif.
These findings are in contrast to older studies that observed a
higher prevalence of mental problems among Afghans (3, 6, 17,
18). In agreement with previous studies, poor mental health was
significantly higher among females, both in measures of anxiety
and depression, however ethnicity, age (age of participants,
mother’s age and father’s age), and marital status did not
significantly affect mental health status. To be the first four-
member of the family (birth order), negatively affected mental
health (35).

In the HSCL questionnaire, headache, feeling fearful, crying
easily and feeling lonely among girl students and heart pounding
or racing and loss of sexual interest or pleasure between boy
students were chosen extremely, on four Likert scale. According
to the most recent survey of women between 20 and 24
years old, 34.8% of them were married by age of 18 (27,
36), meanwhile in Alemi’s study 23.36 was the mean age in
Kabul, wherein 38.7% of participants were married. However,
in our study, over 94% of males and 96.3% of females were
unmarried. Finally, more than 90% of our cases did not have past
educational deprivation.

CONCLUSION

Our finding suggests that adolescents in Mazar-e-Sharif present
good mental health status, low war experiences and low level of
daily stressors than previous studies have shown. However, in this
present study females reported higher rates of depression, anxiety
and daily stressors than boys, and boys presented higher rates of
war experiences than girls. All three items were not associated
significantly with age, ethnicity and marital status. Being the
first child of the family, higher reported war experiences, and
daily stressors, negatively impact mental health. Past educational
deprivation and underage marriage were seen at low frequencies.
Alongside the direct implications of war, existing socio-cultural
contexts must be considered as a potential factor influencing the
mental health of girls in Afghanistan.

LIMITATIONS

We observed a number of limitations in the study. First, we
failed to clarify a relative contribution of war experience and
daily stressor on mental health of the considered students.
This limited an implication of this study to develop potential
countermeasures for the students mental health problems.
Second, although, both questionnaires of AWES and ADSS
have high consistency in our study, they were created in a
Kabul setting which may have some differences to the Mazar-
e-Sharif context in this study. Some of the psychometric
questionnaire items may not apply to Mazar-e-Sharif. For
example, traffic has never been a significant stressor for Mazar-
e-Sharif residents. Moreover, this study was carried out by
school attendees, the mental health state of non-young school
goers remains unknown. Future public health researchers may
find it fruitful to expand on these findings by broadening the
study sample to include young-school aged children. Among
these students, we also do not know the existing mental
health status, or if student participants were on medication
for psychiatric disorders. We did not obtain information on
socio-economic status of the participants. However, a large
percentage of Afghans including Mazar-Sharif have low socio-
economic status.

SUGGESTION

We have found schools as a viable source of collecting
information and potential point of intervention. There is no
existing school-based mental health intervention in Mazar-e-
Sharif. It could be a novel and helpful mode of therapy for
all students.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

KR, FQ, PQ, SQ, and HF conceived and designed the study
and wrote the manuscript. JS, AA, and FQ helped collect data.
MP, AS, and SM performed the statistical analysis and wrote
the manuscript. DL-P and YK confirmed the eligibility of the
participants’ for the study. SQ, FN, and AO supervised the
whole study and approved the final version of the manuscript.
All authors contributed to the article and approved the
submitted version.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We wish to thank Prof. Catherine Panter-Brick of Yale University,
for her insightful comments that have led to improvement of
this article.

Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org

May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 877934


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry#articles

Razjouyan et al.

Inter-taliban Generation Mental Health

REFERENCES

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

. WHO. Social Determinants of Health in Countries in Conflict: A Perspective

From the Eastern Mediterranean Region. World Health Organization (2018).
Available online at: https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/119883 (accessed
September 07, 2021).

. BBC. Afghanistan War: Tracking the Killings in August 2019. British

Broadcasting Corporation (2019). Available online at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/world-asia-49662640 (accessed July 09, 2020).

. Cardozo BL, Bilukha OO, Crawford CAG, Shaikh I, Wolfe MI, Gerber ML,

et al. Mental health, social functioning, and disability in postwar Afghanistan.
JAMA. (2004) 292:575-84. doi: 10.1001/jama.292.5.575

. Palmer N, Strong L, Wali A, Sondorp E. Contracting out health

services in fragile states. BMJ. (2006) 332:718-21. doi: 10.1136/bmj.332.
7543.718

. WHO. mhGAP: Mental Health Action Programme: Scaling Up Care for Mental,

Neurological, and Substance Use Disorders. World Health Organization
(2008). Available online at: https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/43809
(accessed April 06, 2019).

. Panter-Brick C, Eggerman M, Mojadidi A, McDade TW. Social stressors,

mental health, and physiological stress in an urban elite of young Afghans
in Kabul. Am ] Hum Biol. (2008) 20:627-41. doi: 10.1002/ajhb.20797

. Rubin B, Hamidzada H, Stoddard A. Afghanistan 2005 and Beyond. The

Hague: Netherlands Institute of International Relations” Clingendael (2005).

. United Nations. Afghanistan, Human Development Report 2016. UN (2016).

Available online at: http://hdr.undp.org/en/2018-update/download (accessed
April 04, 2019).

. WHO. Countries, Afghanistan, Statistics. World Health Organization (2016).

Available online at: https://www.who.int/countries/afg/en (accessed February
08,2019).

Song S, Shaheen M. Assessing the impact of violence and war on youth in
low-and middle-income countries. In: Child ¢ Youth Care Forum. Vol. 42.
Springer US (2013). 275-83.

Newnham EA, Pearson RM, Stein A, Betancourt TS. Youth mental health
after civil war: the importance of daily stressors. Br J Psychiatry. (2015)
206:116-21. doi: 10.1192/bjp.bp.114.146324

Miller KE, Rasmussen A. War exposure, daily stressors, and mental
health in conflict and post-conflict settings: bridging the divide between
trauma-focused and psychosocial frameworks. Soc Sci Med. (2010) 70:7-
16. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2009.09.029

Miller KE, Rasmussen A. War experiences, daily stressors and mental health
five years on: elaborations and future directions. Intervention. (2014) 12:33-
42. doi: 10.1097/W'TF.0000000000000066

Save the Children. 18 Years of Conflicts, Every Single Afghan Child Affected
by War. Available online at: https://www.savethechildren.net/news/18-years-
conflict-every-single-afghan-child-affected-war (accessed March 07, 2021).
WHO. Afghanistan Mental Health. World Health Organization (2017).
Available online at: http://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/
mental-health- strengthening-our-response (accessed February 02, 2019).
Gupta L. Psychosocial Assessment of Children Exposed to War Related Violence
in Kabul. New York, NY: UNICEF (1997).

Miller KE, Omidian P, Rasmussen A, Yaqubi A, Daudzai H. Daily stressors,
war experiences, and mental health in Afghanistan. Transcult Psychiatry.
(2008) 45:611-38. doi: 10.1177/1363461508100785

Alemi Q, Stempel C, Koga PM, Montgomery S, Smith V, Sandhu G,
et al. Risk and protective factors associated with the mental health
of young adults in Kabul, Afghanistan. BMC Psychiatry. (2018)
18:71. doi: 10.1186/s12888-018-1648-4

Alagappan K, McGowan J, DeClaro D, Ng D, Silverman R. Tetanus
antibody protection among HIV-infected US-born patients and
immigrants. Int ] Emerg Med. (2008) 1:123-6. doi: 10.1007/s12245-008-
0020-8

HRW. They Bear All the Pain” Hazardous Child Labor in Afghanistan. Human
Rights Watch (2016). Retrieved from: https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/07/
15/they-bear-all- pain/hazardous- child-labor-afghanistan (accessed May 05,
2020).

Trani JE Bakhshi P, Mozaffari A, Sohail M, Rawab H, Kaplan I, et al..
Strengthening child inclusion in the classroom in rural schools of Pakistan

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

and Afghanistan: what did we learn by testing the system dynamics protocol
for community engagement? Res. Comp. Int. Educ. (2019) 14:158-81.

WHO. Roadmap of WHO's work for the Eastern Mediterranean Region 2017-
2021: September 2017. World Health Organization (2017). Available online
at: https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/258986 (accessed April 21, 2021).
Mollica RE Wyshak G, de Marneffe D, Khuon E Lavelle J. Indochinese
versions of the Hopkins Symptom Checklist-25: a screening instrument for
the psychiatric care of refugees. Am J Psychiatry. (1987) 4:497-500.

Derogatis LR, Lipman RS, Rickels K, Uhlenhuth EH, Covi L. The Hopkins
Symptom Checklist (HSCL): a self-report symptom inventory. Behav Sci.
(1974) 19:1-15. doi: 10.1002/bs.3830190102

Harpham T, Reichenheim M, Oser R, Thomas E, Hamid N, Jaswal S, et al.
Measuring mental health in a cost-effective manner. Health Policy Plan. (2003)
18:344-9. doi: 10.1093/heapol/czg041

Panter-Brick C, Eggerman M, Gonzalez V, Safdar S. Violence, suffering,
and mental health in Afghanistan: a school-based survey. Lancet. (2009)
374:807-16. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(09)61080-1

Tearne JE, Robinson M, Jacoby P, Allen KL, Cunningham NK, Li J,
et al. Older maternal age is associated with depression, anxiety, and stress
symptoms in young adult female offspring. J Abnorm Psychol. (2016)
125:1. doi: 10.1037/abn0000119

Singh NS, Ataullahjan A, Ndiaye K, Das JK, Wise PH, Altare C, et al.
Delivering health interventions to women, children, and adolescents in
conflict settings: what have we learned from ten country case studies? Lancet.
(2021) 397:533-42. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(21)00132-X

Trani JE Bakhshi P. Vulnerability and mental health in Afghanistan:
looking  beyond war  exposure. Psychiatry.  (2013)
50:108-39. doi: 10.1177/1363461512475025

Heath ], Zahedi A. Children of Afghanistan: The Path to Peace. Vol. 36.
University of Texas Press (2014).

Ventevogel P, Jordans MJ, Eggerman M, van Mierlo B, Panter-Brick C. Child
mental health, psychosocial well-being and resilience in Afghanistan: a review
and future directions. In: Ferrari F. editors. Handbook of Resilience in Children
of War. Springer (2013). p. 51-79.

Ungar M. The Social Ecology of Resilience: A Handbook of Theory and Practice.
Springer Science & Business Media (2011).

Theron L, Liebenberg L, Ungar M. Youth Resilience and Culture.
Springer (2015).

White RG, Jain S, Orr DM, Read UM. The Palgrave Handbook of Sociocultural
Perspectives on Global Mental Health. Springer (2017).

Sundararaj N, Rao BSR. Order of birth and schizophrenia. Br ] Psychiatry.
(1966) 112:1127-9. doi: 10.1192/bjp.112.492.1127

UNICEF. A Fair Chance for Every Child. United Nations Children‘s Fund
(2016). Available online at: https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esr
c=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiCwOeH64LuAhW
LWcOKHfVyAIUQFjACegQIAxAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.unicef.org
%2Fpublications%2Ffiles%2FUNICEF_SOWC_2016.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0xK
C7igNy-QeFxdQ00cQov (accessed December 02, 2019).

Transcult

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of
the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in

this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or

endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022  Razjouyan, Farokhi, Qaderi, Qaderi, Masoumi, Shah,
Pourhoseingholi, Ahmadi, Lucero-Prisno, Ozaki, Kotera, Shah, Negin and Qaderi.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums
is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited
and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted
academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not
comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org

May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 877934


https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/119883
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-49662640
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-49662640
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.292.5.575
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.332.7543.718
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/43809
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajhb.20797
http://hdr.undp.org/en/2018-update/download
https://www.who.int/countries/afg/en
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.114.146324
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2009.09.029
https://doi.org/10.1097/WTF.0000000000000066
https://www.savethechildren.net/news/18-years-conflict-every-single-afghan-child-affected-war
https://www.savethechildren.net/news/18-years-conflict-every-single-afghan-child-affected-war
http://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response
http://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363461508100785
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-018-1648-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12245-008-0020-8
https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/07/15/they-bear-all-pain/hazardous-child-labor-afghanistan
https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/07/15/they-bear-all-pain/hazardous-child-labor-afghanistan
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/258986
https://doi.org/10.1002/bs.3830190102
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapol/czg041
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(09)61080-1
https://doi.org/10.1037/abn0000119
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(21)00132-X
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363461512475025
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.112.492.1127
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiCwOeH64LuAhWLWc0KHfVyAIUQFjACegQIAxAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.unicef.org%2Fpublications%2Ffiles%2FUNICEF_SOWC_2016.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0xKC7igNy-QeFxdQ00cQov
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry#articles

	War Experience, Daily Stressors and Mental Health Among the Inter-taliban Generation Young Adults in Northern Afghanistan: A Cross-Sectional School-Based Study
	Introduction
	Methods
	Survey Design
	Screening Instruments
	Statistical Analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Limitations
	Suggestion
	Data Availability Statement
	Author Contributions
	Acknowledgments
	References


