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ABSTRACT

BACKGROUND & OBJECTIVES

METHODS 

Mental illness represents a significant disease burden worldwide and a leading 
cause of disability. In Kenya, mental illness affects one in four people in their 
lifetime.1 Yet, a significant gap exists between the need, understanding of and 
access to mental health services in Kenya. In fact, fewer than 100 psychiatrists 
and even fewer child psychiatrists serve the entire country.2

The Mental Health Department at Moi Teaching and Referral Hospital cares for 
children and adults in and around Eldoret, Kenya, from inpatient to clinic to home 
visits. Their innumerable child and family encounters have identified a need for 
broader access to education to address this stigma and mental healthcare gap. 
To address this, we developed a culturally-minded Mental Health Handbook for 
parents and caregivers in Kenya, an educational resource describing common 
childhood mental illnesses. This has been translated and distributed in both 
English and Swahili.

The global footprint of mental health disorders has not spared Kenya, where it 
accounts for 13% of the country’s disease burden. The estimated prevalence of 
mental illness in Kenya is 10%, or 11.5 million people, most commonly 
depression, anxiety, and substance use disorders in both youth and adults.1,3-4 It 
accounts for 2,000 disability-adjusted life years per 100,000.2 The COVID-19 
pandemic has further emphasized the need for mental health interventions.5

Unfortunately, access to mental health services in Kenya poses a challenge for 
75% of the population.6 The physical, financial and workforce limitations (with 
0.19 mental healthcare workers per 100,000), are compounded by stigma, lack of 
education, and an association of mental illness with evil, resulting in social 
isolation of those afflicted2,6-8 Traditional healers also play a key role in diagnosis 
and treatment in rural communities.9

The objectives of this Child Behavioral and Mental Health Handbook are:
(1) To improve access to evidence-based education about youth mental illness 

in language understood by most of the population
(2) To reduce the stigma that impedes care of this vulnerable population in Kenya.

A list of cultural and community beliefs about mental health and common 
diagnoses was compiled based on years of patient encounters by the Mental 
Health Department at Moi Teaching and Referral Hospital (MTRH) in Eldoret, 
Kenya, and a literature review conducted. A booklet was then created 
summarizing each diagnosis, its etiology, means of action, goals of treatment, and 
additional resources. This was translated and is available in Kenya’s official 
language of English and Swahili, printed as both full booklets and individual page 
fact sheets to facilitate readability and relevance for recipients. The MTRH Mental 
Health Department is coordinating distribution across multiple sites.
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Mental health is a key component of well-being, with mental health disorders 
recognized as leading causes of morbidity and mortality worldwide. 
Unfortunately, these illnesses remain highly stigmatized. In Kenya, a need for 
greater educational resources and access to evidence-based information about 
mental illness underlies much of this stigma, which unduly influences access to 
and treatment of mental illness in this country. 

The creation of this Child Behavioral and Mental Health Handbook for parents 
and caregivers in Kenya, by our team of pediatric mental health physicians, 
seeks to address this knowledge and resource gap. This handbook is culturally 
specific to this population, both in content and language, and harbors the 
potential to help decrease stigma and improve mental illness education and 
understanding in this region, one family at a time. 

The Child Behavioral and Mental Health Handbook is an 18-page print resource directed toward parents, caregivers, and families of youth in Kenya. The content addresses common 
regional beliefs about mental illness, and primary psychiatric presentations and diagnoses. Each page focuses on one mental health topic, and includes basic facts describing the 
diagnosis, etiology or contributing factors, actionable items for families to help their loved ones, goals of treatment, and where to find additional help and information. It also includes 
a list of general local resources for families. It is being distributed both as individual fact sheets (select pages shown below) and full booklets, both in English and Swahili, to parents, 
caregivers and patients in Shoe4Africa Children’s Hospital (via the Sally Test team), Module 4 pediatric clinic, children’s homes, and clinics across MTRH Mental Health team sites.
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