Trapped: The impact of 15 years of blockade on the mental health
of Gaza’s children - Executive Summary
In the past decade and a half, children in Gaza have endured six life-threatening situations – five
escalations in violence and a pandemic – as well as a life-limiting land, air and sea blockade
imposed by the Government of Israel. The closure of the occupied Gaza Strip, in its current form,
has been in place since June 2007, when Israel imposed a blockade on the area.1 It is no surprise
that the lives of children in Gaza have been described as “hell on earth” by UN Secretary General,
Antonio Guterres.2
In 2018, Save the Children undertook research on the impact that living under blockade and
protracted instability and cyclical violence has had on children’s psychosocial wellbeing in Gaza. In
2022, after another escalation in violence in May 2021 and following the COVID-19 pandemic,
Save the Children consulted a further 488 children and 160 parents and caregivers to see how
things have changed for children living in the Gaza Strip. The study found that, since 2018, the
psychosocial wellbeing of children, young people and their caregivers has declined dramatically
to alarming levels.
When we asked children and young people in 2022 what their daily lives in Gaza are like they
spoke of living in a perpetual state of fear, worry, sadness and grief, waiting for the next round of
violence to erupt, and feeling unable to sleep or concentrate. Many shared vivid memories of the
bombings they had experienced, recalling how their homes and schools were destroyed, and their
loved ones killed. They also spoke of how the blockade affects every aspect of their lives and
shapes their hopes and aspirations for the future.
When we asked children and young people about their ‘unwanted’ feelings, they spoke of fear,
nervousness, anxiety, stress and anger, and listed family problems, violence, death, nightmares,
poverty, war and the occupation, including the blockade, as the things they liked least in their lives.
When we asked them what would make them feel better, they spoke about their desire to
experience feelings like courage, joy, strength, calmness, safety and security, love and optimism.
Most of all, they wanted to enjoy their lives and to have the freedom to pursue their dreams like
other children around the world.
As the children wrote in their letter, they want Gaza to be a safe and beautiful place where they
can live in peace.

Key findings
The research shows that the combination of chronic instability and protracted social and
economic hardship, coupled with children’s repeated exposure to traumatic events, constant fear
that their lives could be upturned at any time and sense of hopelessness about their situation have
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Israel controls Gaza's airspace and territorial waters, as well as two of the three border crossing points; the third is controlled by
Egypt.
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António Guterres, UN Secretary-General, May 2021. See https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2021-05-20/secretarygeneral%E2%80%99s-remarks-the-general-assembly-meeting-the-situation-the-middle-east-and-palestine-delivered
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progressively undermined their psychosocial wellbeing and significantly reduced their capacities
to cope and recover.
Our key findings in 2022 show that:3








Children are feeling less safe when away from their parents (90% in 2022 compared
with 60% in 2018), and are experiencing higher levels of emotional distress (on
average an increase from 55% to 80%). For example, children reported feeling fearful
(84%), nervous (80%), sad (77%) and grief (78%) in 2022 compared with fearful (50%),
nervous (55%), sad (62%) and grief (55%) in 2018
Children’s distress is exhibited by more worrying behaviours, such as bedwetting (79%
in 2022, 53% in 2018) and reactive mutism4 (59% in 2022, 42% in 2018), and they are
less likely to be able to find positive ways to cope with their situations
Children are feeling less supported by their family and friends (children’s belief in their
parents' and siblings’ ability to support them dropped by 9% and 12% respectively) and
are showing lower levels of positive thinking and resilience. For example, 48% of
children reported having difficulty concentrating and 78% of caregivers reported that
their children rarely complete tasks
Caregivers are also experiencing higher levels of emotional distress with 96%
reporting feeling unhappy and constantly anxious. Nearly two-thirds (63%) of
caregivers feel they are not useful and 61% reported an inability to overcome
difficulties. More than one-third (39%) of caregivers reported a lack of self-confidence.

Fifteen years of blockade have resulted in fear and deprivation, which have taken a significant toll
on the psychosocial wellbeing of children and young people in Gaza, as well as the capacity of their
caregivers to support them to cope and recover. Our findings suggest that their psychosocial
wellbeing is likely to deteriorate further, and to even more alarmingly low levels, if the situation in
Gaza continues without change and children and their caregivers have no hope of respite.
The findings in this report must serve as an alarm bell. They show, once again, that the loss of
children’s lives, wellbeing and hopes for a better future are the costs of the status quo. This
study clearly shows a deterioration in children’s psychosocial wellbeing, the fracturing of
relationships and dreams curtailed as a result of the ongoing conflict, occupation and blockade of
Gaza. Five years ago, caregivers said the blockade, chronic poverty and insecurity was pushing
their capacity to support their children to its absolute limit , and that it would most likely be
utterly destroyed in the event of another conflict.5 Our findings show that, sadly, caregivers’
predictions have come true.
Reversing these impacts requires:

3 For further information on the methodology used in the research carried out in 2018 and 2022, please refer to methodology section
below.
4
Reactive mutism is characterised by the fact that the mutism was precipitated by a single or a series of traumatic events. See
https://www.torey-hayden.com/research/classification-of-elective-mutism.pdf
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Save the Children (2019) A Decade of Distress: A Decade of Distress online - v3.1.pdf (savethechildren.net)
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1) an immediate end to the most significant stressors in children’s lives – conflict, violence
and extreme economic deprivation, and
2) action to support the coping potential and resilience of children and their families in
Gaza.
Regarding this first point, the most urgent step required is lifting the blockade on the Gaza Strip.
The Government of Israel, as the occupying power, is the main duty bearer and must comply with
its obligations under international law. In particular it must take immediate steps to lift the
blockade, within the framework of UN Security Council Resolution 1860 (2009). The international
community should urgently put pressure on Israel to take these steps, along with bringing an end
to the ongoing occupation and an end to the blockade.
Regarding the second point, support must be given to increase the resilience of children and their
families to cope. Taking the ‘whole family’ approach6 is key to ensuring that caregivers – who
themselves are exposed to significant distress – are supported so that they can comfort, reassure
and support their children and buffer the impact of adversity on children's wellbeing. This requires
a range of mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) and protection services, including
those for children, to be available and accessible. Investments need to be made towards
strengthening child protection systems and MHPSS services. Donors, international actors and
local authorities must urgently scale up immediate, flexible funding to child protection and MHPSS
interventions. Assistance should be provided in a respectful and dignified manner and should be
gender and conflict sensitive as well as child friendly, in order to support children and caregivers’
autonomy and decision-making capacities.
Together, we must ensure that a generation of children is spared a life of fear, distress and
limited opportunities.
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To read more on the ‘whole family’ approach: http://www.familystrengtheningnetwork.org/whole-family-approach

