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INTRODUCTION
There is no doubt that Africa is among the continent most 

prone to strife such as wars, political violence, communicable and 
non-communicable diseases and violations of fundamental human 
rights. In particular, Sub-Saharan African (SSA) has been affected 
by most of these vices. The situation in this region is compounded by 
poverty. Most of the countries in this region are low income nations. 
These vices result in the increase of orphans and vulnerable children. 
The official definition of an orphan is a child aged zero to 17 years 
whose mother, father, or both have died. There are, however, other 
children who are referred to as social orphans even though one or 
both their parents may still be alive but who have been unable to 
perform parental duties because of illness or acute poverty among 
other reasons. On the other hand, vulnerability is viewed as "a high 
probability of a negative outcome”, or an expected welfare loss 
above a socially accepted norm, which results from risky or uncertain 
events, and the lack of appropriate means to deal with them (World 
Bank OVC toolkit). Throughout this review, the terms orphans and 
vulnerable children are used in this context.

As a result of HIV and AIDS, war, diseases, poverty and high 
mortality rates, mental health problems particularly among children 
and adolescents are likely to be more common in this region (Benjet, 
2010). Moreover, a systematic review of mental health problems in 
children in SSA found that overall, 14.3% of children were identified 
as having psychopathological problems (Cortina, Sodha, Fazel & 
Ramachandani, 2012). Unfortunately, mental health issues often 
come last on the list of priorities for policy makers (Gureje & Alem, 
2000). This paper will discuss mental health problems in SSA children 
and resilience among children. Clinical and research implications 
will also be discussed. To contextualize this paper, childhood mental 
health problems resulting from armed conflicts, HIV and AIDS, child 
abuse and poverty, and resilience among such children will be the 
focus of the discussion.

Review Criteria

This was not a systematic review because the aim of this review 

was to provide a summary of literature on mental health and resilience 
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17.8 million children under 18 have been orphaned by AIDS and 
that this will rise to 25 million by 2015. Around 15.1 million or 85 
percent of these children live in SSA. In some countries which are 
badly affected by the epidemic, a large percentage of all orphaned 
children, for example 74 percent in Zimbabwe, and 63 percent in 
South Africa are orphaned due to AIDS (AVERT International, 
2014). Table 1 shows the number of orphans in selected countries in 
SSA as of 2012. There is also an increase of reported child-headed 
households within the region (van Dijk & van Driel, 2012; AVERT 
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and community level. Individual resilience refers to the ability of a 
person to successfully adapt to or recover from stressful and traumatic 
experience (Crawford, Wright & Masten, 2005) while family and 
community resilience is seen as the collective ability to adapt and 
recover from adversity as a family, population or a community 
respectively (Panter-Brick & Eggerman, 2012). Another important 
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