
Collaboration is Key to Protecting Refugee Children’s Mental Health 

We live in a world where two in every five people fleeing violence and persecution are 

children. That’s millions of young people confronted daily by uncertainty, fear and 

distress. Children are extremely resilient but they need the chance to process their 

experiences. Play and movement-based activities - such as sports and dance - can play a 

big role.  

What is TeamUp? 

This is the premise that TeamUp - a psychosocial support intervention by War Child, Save the 

Children and UNICEF Netherlands - was founded upon. During weekly sessions, children take 

part in structured play, movement and ‘body awareness’ activities led by trained facilitators. 

Each activity has a specific goal related to a theme such as dealing with anger or stress and 

interacting with peers. The sessions take place on set dates and set times with the same 

facilitators - creating a much-needed sense of stability.  

Psychosocial Support During a Global Pandemic 

With a record 50 million children on the move due to conflict and persecution, and nearly 200 

million children living in active war zones, the need for quality psychosocial support has become 

greater than ever. War Child - together with the TeamUp coalition partners - have moved to 

tackle this crisis head on.   

An analysis of our activities cannot be conducted without considering the impact of the global 

COVID-19 pandemic. The findings of our Silent Pandemic study, together with World Vision, 

reveal the extent of the damage - with more than half of all refugee and displaced children 

surveyed openly asking for psychosocial support, while 12 per cent were identified as being at 

immediate risk of developing a mental health disorder. 

The way forward wasn’t easy. After all, TeamUp is based on close contact play-based sessions 

with groups of children. 2020 saw us adapt the program to a new format - TeamUp@Home. 

Just like the regular intervention, this version was specifically developed for children aged six to 

11 - but instead of taking place in a school or safe space, children could follow the sessions 

through a TeamUp activity book. Filled with simple instructional illustrations, the book was made 

available to download in 16 languages. Short video exercises - scripted and performed by 

trainers and facilitators - offer fun and a sense of routine for the whole family.  

Together with partners we distributed the activity book among homes, community centres and 

safe spaces in ten countries. In Colombia, we extended our support to podcasts and in Uganda, 

to home visits - all adhering to strict COVID-19 guidance.  

Working Together to Reach Many More Children 

What we’ve learnt along the way is that we will never be able to reach all refugee children 

through our own actions. Through the launch of a new scaling strategy, we accelerated our 

ambition to reach one million conflict-affected children with a quality psychosocial support 

intervention by 2025. With the help of TeamUp@Home, 2020 saw us sustain our presence in 

Uganda, Colombia, Sri Lanka, the occupied Palestinian territory and The Netherlands. In 2021 

we commenced sessions in four new countries - including major European host countries Italy 

and Greece. Through a network of NGOs and local partners, we are now preparing to expand or 

https://www.warchildholland.org/documents/217/The_Silent_Pandemic.pdf


launch TeamUp in reception centres, refugee camps, schools and safe spaces in at least 22 

countries. A tailored TeamUp learning pathway and Global Expertise Centre will help us shape 

and reinforce best practice as well as attract new stakeholders. 

Giving NGOs a Seat at the Table 

As we said, the number of children in need requires a truly coordinated and collaborative 

approach - we cannot work in a silo. TeamUp is based on humanitarian best practices - but we 

can do better. By collaborating with other experts in the field, we can scientifically test more of 

our innovations to ensure their positive impact on children.  

All this together will help us address the urgent mental health crisis facing refugee youth.    

Unfortunately, the involvement of NGOs at high-level discussions on refugee-matters is not 

seen as a priority. Partnerships with refugee-led organisations remain particularly insufficient.  

We urge UNHCR, Member States and other stakeholders to join in the effort towards the early 

mobilization of a wide range of humanitarian networks, local institutions and government bodies 

ahead of the second Global Refugee Forum in 2023. This process should allow for broader 

participation and smarter collaboration and highlight the benefits of making psychosocial 

support an integral part of refugee aid.  

 

 

  


