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INTRODUCTION

In the last guide, we spoke about some of the challenges we face as young people 
because of the changes that are happening inside our bodies during our adolescent years. 
In this guide, we focus more on the challenges that we face as a result of things that 
are happening outside, in our environment, such as poverty, inequality and exposure to 
violence. 

South Africa is one of the most unequal societies, meaning that the gap between the 
rich and poor is the widest in the world. Approximately half of the children (51%) in 
South Africa live in homes that are considered to be below the poverty line (STATS SA 
2020). Poverty levels are still higher in Black and Coloured communities than in White 
communities. Many children and young people live in households where adults have 
been unemployed for a long time. This situation leads to high levels of financial pressure 
at home. Families are faced with other stressful challenges such as exposure to crime, 
community violence and domestic violence - all things that have gotten worse because of 
COVID-19.

This reality means that young people have to face numerous challenges. It is not only 
the young people who experience these challenges, but their parents, grandparents 
and caregivers have faced similar challenges generation after generation as a result 
of South Africa’s violent past. Historical trauma means that the generations who have 
come before have been impacted negatively by the experiences that they went through. 
Intergenerational trauma means that the way the older generation processes trauma, 
impacts on the generations that come after. For example, adults with unprocessed 
trauma are less able to offer emotional support to the children in their care, especially if 
the parents or caregivers face high levels of stress in their everyday lives. Parents and 
caregivers who struggle to talk about their feelings find it hard to support their children to 
express themselves and share what they are going through emotionally. This often means 
that young people don’t have spaces where they can get support for the things they are 
going through. 

It is important to understand the steps you can take to improve your mental health and 
the importance of finding people you trust to talk to. We hope this guide can help to 
unpack some of these issues and open up conversations about the impact of trauma on 
the mental health and wellbeing of young people, families and communities.
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YOUTH VOICES

In recent discussions, some young people shared their perspectives on the impact of 
poverty and violence on their lives. This is what they had to say:

“Besides having to compare yourself with your peers, just the frustration and stress of not being 
able to afford something to eat at night it really gets to lots of people, it’s hard to concentrate 
even at school, because you don’t know when you are going to eat, you don’t know when you 

gonna get your next pair of school shoes, when you gonna get a new school jersey and it’s getting 
close to winter, so aside from the peer pressure, there are a lot of financial pressures from inside 

the family that are stressing young people, even before they worry about friends and what friends 
have.”

“Violence can also be stressful - you cannot walk anywhere, because you are scared you will get 
hurt. Unemployment is also stressful, because some households have one caregiver and children 
feel the need to get a job and provide for their families and in many cases, there are children who 
are heads of their homes. Poverty is also a disease, because people think when you are poor then 

you cannot interact with other people.”

DEFINITIONS

Violence: refers to the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, 
against oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either results in (or 
has a high likelihood of resulting in) injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or 
deprivation (WHO).

Structural violence: refers to the social, economic, and political processes that lead 
to social exclusion. This exclusion harms certain groups of people, producing and 
perpetuating inequality in health and well-being.

Inequality: refers to the unequal and/or unjust distribution of resources and opportunities 
among members of a given society. Inequality can relate to economic, social and spatial 
resources.

Racism: is the idea that one racial group is inferior to or superior to another racial group. 
Racism leads to the unequal treatment of groups or individuals based on perceived racial 
differences, leading to discrimination and marginalisation of those who are perceived 
to be inferior. The system of classifying people according to race was created to gain 
political power and is not based on any evidence of actual difference between people on 
the basis of race.
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Trauma: can be defined as a psychological, emotional response to an event or an 
experience that is deeply distressing, disturbing or overwhelming. Trauma can relate to 
a specific incident or event, but it can also relate to a series of events that, if they happen 
on a continuous basis, become part of our daily lived experience. People can also become 
traumatised from being involved in an accident, having an illness or losing a loved one.

Complex trauma: can arise from experiencing repeated or multiple traumatic events 
from which there is no possibility of escaping. The sense of being trapped is a feature 
of the experience. Like other types of trauma, it can undermine a sense of safety in the 
world and lead to hypervigilance, which is a constant (and exhausting) monitoring of the 
environment for the possibility of threat.

Intergenerational trauma: refers to the ways in which trauma experienced in one 
generation affects the health and well-being of descendants of future generations.

Historical trauma: is defined as the cumulative emotional and psychological wounding 
that occurs across generations, stemming from oppressive systems such as Colonialism, 
slavery and Apartheid.

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): is a trauma and stress-related disorder that 
may develop after exposure to a traumatic event. People who are survivors of shootings, 
violence or rape can develop PTSD. Often, people with PTSD are plagued by persistent, 
frightening memories of the event.

Grief: refers to the normal process of reacting to a loss, such as the death of a loved one. 
The feelings that are connected to grief can include anger, guilt, anxiety and sadness.

GUIDE 3: ISSUES IMPACTING YOUNG PEOPLE’S MENTAL HEALTH IN SOUTH AFRICA FACT SHEET



5

DID YOU KNOW?

30% of children in South 
Africa live in households 

where no adult is 
employed.

In sub-Saharan Africa, 
adolescent girls and young 
women (aged 15– 24 years) 
accounted for one in five new 
HIV infections, despite being 
just 10% of the population.
Of every five new HIV 
infections among young 
people (15–24 years), three are 
among young women.

Research shows that 

globally 37% 
of students aged 
14 years and older drop 
out of school because 
of a mental health 
condition.

(CHILDREN COUNT, UCT)

26% of adolescents 
in South Africa have 
experienced some form of 
sexual abuse.

(SA CHILD GAUGE, 2015)

One in five South African 
children have lost a parent, 
many of them due to HIV/AIDS.

(WHO)

(CHILDREN COUNT, UCT)

15–24 year old women

(UNAIDS, 2018)
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DID YOU KNOW?

The leading cause of death among 
young people in South Africa 
between the ages of 15 and 29 was 
‘external causes’ which refer to 
violence, injuries and traffic 
accidents. 

For young women between the 
ages of 15 and 29, TB and HIV are the 
leading causes of death. (STATS SA)

GUIDE 3: ISSUES IMPACTING YOUNG PEOPLE’S MENTAL HEALTH IN SOUTH AFRICA FACT SHEET



7

MYTH BUSTERS

MYTH FACT

You should be able to ‘get 
over’ losing someone. You 
can’t grieve forever.

You may not ever get over the death of someone you 
love, rather, you can learn to live with the feelings of 
loss and with their memory as part of your life.

There is something wrong 
with you if you cannot move 
on from the loss of a loved 
one.

The truth is that it takes as long as it takes to process 
the loss of a loved one. People experience loss and 
grief differently. Just because someone has been able 
to process the loss in one way, does not mean that 
your way of processing it is wrong. 

When someone dies sudden-
ly or violently, it is God’s way 
of punishing you, because you 
have done something wrong.

People of all religions and beliefs experience unantici-
pated loss of life.

Post-traumatic stress disor-
der only impacts soldiers or 
people who have experienced 
major natural disasters.

PTSD can affect anyone who has been involved in a 
significant traumatic event.

 If you work hard enough, you 
can achieve anything.

Structural inequality and intergenerational poverty 
make it harder to overcome barriers that stand in the 
way of your goals.
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HOW WHAT HAPPENS IN OUR LIVES AND IN OUR COMMUNITIES 
AFFECTS OUR MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING

YOUTH VOICES

In recent discussions, some young people shared their perspectives on how the pressures 
faced at home and at school impact their mental health:

Many young people struggle as a result of being exposed to violence and because of 
experiences of trauma, loss and grief. Many young people have lost parents and loved 
ones to illness and violence. 
 
Not having the support you need to process the trauma or grief you are carrying can mean 
that you bottle up the feelings you are having. Bottling up feelings instead of talking 
about them can make you withdraw and feel depressed. Young people also turn to using 
drugs and alcohol as a way to cope with emotions that feel overwhelming. Substance 
use and feelings of depression are both states that can result in young people engaging 
in risky and unsafe sex, which is why there is a link between grief and high HIV infection 
rates amongst teenage girls. 

High stress levels can make it hard for young people to think clearly and cope with 
pressures at school. Young people who are struggling may fall behind with their grades 
and feel very frustrated, sometimes having conflicts with their teachers. All of this affects 
confidence and academic performance. In many cases, young people fall so behind that 
they drop out of school. Without completing school, they may struggle to study further, 
find work and reach the goals that they had set for themselves. 

“When you have exams but then with Corona, the stress is about whether you will 
pass or not because it’s not so easy to study at home.” 

“Parents don’t think before they act, like maybe parents going through a divorce. 
They fight in front of the children, then only afterwards it is that they realise the child 

was there and now what does that child think.”

“Academics play a huge role in our lives since there is always pressure at school and 
people find it hard to cope with the stress at home and the stress at school, and it’s 

worse when you are falling behind with your schoolwork and after lockdown, people 
are finding it hard to cope and keep up with their schoolwork.”
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It is so important for young people to have people that they can turn to for support 
when they are struggling. After school tutoring programmes and other youth projects 
are important as they offer young people a safe space where they can be themselves, 
where they can express themselves creatively, channel their energy through sport or art 
and learn new skills that can help them to manage their stress. Is there an after school 
programme or youth project in your area that you can connect with?

UNDERSTANDING THE IMPACT OF TRAUMA

Trauma can relate to a specific incident or event, but it can also relate to a series of events 
that, if they happen on a continuous basis, become part of our daily lived experience. 
Just because things happen all the time, does not make them any less traumatic. Being 
exposed to violence in our families and communities is an ongoing trauma that many 
young people in South Africa experience. This is why it is important to have a better 
understanding of trauma and the impact it has on young people. 
When we go through a traumatic experience, it is not always easy to process what has 
happened. When we don’t process it, we internalise it - which means we carry those 
feelings and experiences in our hearts and bodies. Witnessing a trauma or supporting 
someone who has experienced a trauma can also have an impact on us. 

HOW TRAUMA IS FELT AND CARRIED IN OUR BODIES
If we have experienced a traumatic event, or have witnessed a traumatic event, our bodies 
carry the memory of that event. The part of our brain that helps us to recognise what is 
safe, and what is dangerous, is also imprinted with this experience. In a moment of fear, 
our brains send a message to our bodies that can be understood as “fight, flight or freeze”. 
This is the body’s trauma response system. It’s function is to keep us safe. This messaging 
system is important for when we are in a threatening situation. The problem is, that 
sometimes, after a scary experience, even when we are in situations that are actually 
safe, we will experience triggers that make us feel like we are back in that traumatic 
situation. If we are exposed to on-going trauma, our body’s trauma response system may 
overfunction, which is why we feel on edge all the time. 

THE INTERGENERATIONAL NATURE OF TRAUMA
The impact of trauma needs to be understood within the context of our country’s violent 
history. When we think of violence, we often think of physical violence and acts of 
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aggression between people, but violence can also be structural. When we say ‘structural,’ 
what we mean is that the structures and systems in a society can work in a way that is 
harmful and oppressive to certain groups of people. Colonialism, slavery and Apartheid 
are examples of systems that were violent. Although Apartheid has ended, the legacy of 
that system, and its impact on different communities, lives on. For example, communities 
who experience high levels of stress and on-going trauma, are often more at risk of 
developing certain health conditions, than communities whose stress levels are lower.

Young people are impacted not only by the trauma they experience in their everyday 
lives, but they also feel the effects of the historical trauma that their families and 
communities carry. Many families are not only struggling now, but have been struggling 
for generations and those who come after them therefore need to work even harder to 
support themselves and their families. Without support to process or release trauma, the 
impact of trauma can lead to unhealthy coping mechanisms, such as finding other ways to 
try and numb the pain, including self-harm, cutting and using substances such as alcohol 
and drugs. When people are overwhelmed by trauma, they often choose to stay silent 
and avoid talking about their challenges, blocking them out and disconnecting from their 
feelings as a way of coping. Over-time, these coping mechanisms can become the go-
to strategy for dealing with stress, even though they do not really help to heal from the 
trauma in the long-term. Unhealthy responses to trauma break down relationships within 
families and communities. This is why finding support and being able to talk about our 
experiences is so very important for our own individual and collective healing.

HEALTHY WAYS TO RESPOND TO TRAUMA, LOSS AND GRIEF
Responses to trauma are needed at three different levels. We need to heal ourselves at 
an individual level, as families and communities and also at a systemic level. Working 
systemically means that we need to challenge the structures and systems that govern 
our lives, so that these systems can work in ways that break the cycles of violence and 
poverty that impact our families and communities so that we can all thrive into the future. 
There are also many things we can do to process our trauma individually and collectively.
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It is important to remember that while trauma can be passed on 
intergenerationally, so can strength, ability and resilience. Our families may 
have struggled, but they have also developed ways of responding to these 
challenges that are creative, strengthening and life-giving. There are many 
different practices in each of our families and communities that we can 
draw on for healing after a difficult experience. 

Can you think of some of the resources, skills and lessons you have 
learnt about healing and coping with difficulties that come from your 
parents and grandparents, from the generations who came before you? 

SOME HELPFUL STEPS THAT WE CAN TAKE TO SUPPORT OURSELVES AND 
EACH OTHER

After a traumatic experience, counselling may be helpful to get support to work through 
what happened. As described above, trauma is carried in our bodies at the level of our 
nervous systems. So it can also help to do things that soothe and support our nervous 
systems to settle after a traumatic experience.  Body-based activities that help our 
bodies to settle include getting enough sleep, resting under a heavy blanket, singing as a 
group, drumming, rocking, rhythmic clapping and getting hugs from people that we feel 
comfortable with. 

After losing someone, it is important to talk about how you feel. If you do not like talking, 
then you can also try writing about how you feel. If you are unable to talk to someone in 
your family, then find a friend who is a good listener you can open up to. Talking helps 
you to express your feelings, which helps you to feel them and move through them. If 
you keep what you are feeling bottled inside, the feelings can get stronger and start to 
influence other aspects of your life. 

When someone passes away, saying goodbye can help with healing. Going to the funeral 
of the person you have lost can be helpful. If you can’t go (which is often the case during 
COVID times), or you don’t feel like you want to go, it is helpful to find a place to be quiet 
and say your goodbyes. You can write a letter to the person to tell them everything you 
wished you had said to them if you had had the time, or you can find a quiet place where 
you feel safe to speak out loud, and say all that you would like to say to them. This will 
also help you to release the feelings you are carrying.  What helped you to cope after 
you lost someone you love?
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It is important to know that after losing a loved one, it is normal to experience a range 
of strong feelings. Some of the feelings that we move through when we are grieving 
include denial, anger, depression, sadness and guilt. Many people experience guilt when 
someone dies, but it is important to remind yourself that you cannot be blamed for 
someone’s death. Death is a part of life. 

Grief is circular, meaning one moment you may feel stable and okay, and then the next 
moment, you can feel completely different, and the feelings of anger or sadness return. It 
is important to be kind with yourself. Time is a great healer. It is also important to know 
that the raw feelings you feel will, at some point in the future, feel less raw. That is not 
to say that you will get over your grief, rather that you learn how to live with it. The most 
important thing to know is that whatever you are feeling, allow yourself to feel your 
feelings, for however long you are feeling them. Try to not judge yourself. See if you can 
be as kind and compassionate with yourself as you would be to a friend who was going 
through the same thing. 

CASE STUDY

My name is Phelokazi. I grew up in Khayelitsha. My sister and I were raised by my 
maternal aunt. I did not know my mother, because she passed away when I was a baby. 
Growing up without parents was challenging. We were abused at home physically, 
emotionally and verbally. We were not given support towards schooling. We did not 
have school uniforms, food to eat before school, at school or after school. We had to do 
our homework at school, because at home it was not easy. There would be no electricity 
at home. Also, my aunt sold African beer (Umqombothi) so her customers would stay 
sometimes and drink until midnight. We couldn’t sleep, because they would sit in the 
lounge where we were sleeping. These challenges had a negative impact on my mental 
health. It was very stressful, because I had a lot of responsibilities, and I did not have a 
way to solve our problems. I would doubt myself a lot. There was no one at home that we 
could open up to. 

In 2010 I was accepted to be a learner at COSAT. It was a dream come true. I worked 
very hard to get that opportunity. In that year, things at home got worse. I could not focus 
and in the end I failed my grade. If you don’t pass, you lose your place. I struggled to get 
into another school the following year. My aunt didn’t help me. She just told me to go 
and work. I was anxious and had panic attacks from all the worrying about not getting 
into school. Towards the end of January 2011, I finally found a place at another school in 
Woodstock. Through all the challenges that I faced, the thing that helped the most was 
finding people that I could trust to open up to about my situation. I spoke with someone at 
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school who connected me with the social worker at an organisation. That was how I got 
the help I needed. They were always available to listen and offer guidance. There are also 
things that I have learned about myself. I am a go-getter. No one takes advantage of me, 
because I stand up for myself and make my own decisions. To this day, these qualities are 
what keep me going. Now, I am a strong wife, a dedicated mother and a qualified social 
worker. I am so proud of myself.

I want to emphasise how important it is to take care of your mental health. Make sure 
you have friends around you, people you can speak to about what is bothering you. Know 
where you can go to ask for help when you are having a hard time. When you are feeling 
stressed, try and do something you enjoy like exercising, reading, or watching movies. It 
is also good to get involved in activities at school, whether sports or other extra murals. 
If things are serious, it helps to go and see the social worker at social services. Try and 
find a teacher you can trust, that was what really helped me. Whatever you do, don’t give 
up on yourself. Keep doing your best and looking out for opportunities that can take you 
forward. Whatever you do, don’t surrender to drugs, dropping out of school or associating 
with people who have a bad influence on you. Believe in yourselves and use all the help 
you can get to push for a better situation, especially when it comes to your education.
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TOOLS AND RESOURCES

RESOURCES

• Wellbeing Pack -  School of Hard Knocks
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TOOLS AND RESOURCES

PLACES TO GO FOR SUPPORT

• Harambee - (Youth Employment Service, Cape Town) - 0800727272 (Toll Free)
• RLabs - (Training for Youth, courses offered in Atlantis, Hanover Park and Khayelitsha) 

- 065 822 7756 
• Khululeka Grief Support - (Cape Town) - 021 685 1128
• Nonceba Family Counselling - (Support service children who have experienced 

sexual abuse, Khayelitsha, Cape Town) - 021 364 0135
• Empilweni - (Counselling Centre, Khayelitsha, Cape Town) - Tel: 021 361 7063 / 

WhatsApp: 063 013 5731 
• The Counselling Hub - (Counselling Centre, Cape Town) - Tel: 021 462 3902 / 067 

235 0019 
• Famsa - (Family Counselling, Cape Town) - 021 447 7951 
• Mosaic -(For survivors of domestic violence, Cape Town) - 021 761 7585 
• TRE for Africa - (Trauma Release Exercises) - see site for different facilitators in Cape 

Town
• Free Professional Psychologist check in via WhatsApp - Message 0768822775 

between 9 am and 4 pm (service provided by SADAG)

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cf7eb9c9c82d600011f235b/t/5ecf7ba801658b7cb872ba6b/1590655915811/SOHK+WellBeing+Pack+%28website%29.pdf
https://www.harambee.co.za/
https://rlabs.org/academy/
https://khululeka.org/
https://nonceba.org/
http://empilweni.org/
https://counsellinghub.org.za/
https://www.famsawc.org.za/our-offices
https://mosaic.org.za/
https://treforafrica.com/category/about-tre/
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• What is the impact of violence on individuals?
• What is the impact of violence on families and 

communities?
• What are some of the ways we can support ourselves and 

others to process or release what we carry as a result of 
the violence that we have been exposed to?

Different ways to talk about What is the impact of 
violence on individuals?

Different ways to talk about “Different ways to talk 
about violence and trauma”.ANGLES

CHOOSE AN 
ANGLE

These are some of the things we can do to support our mental 
wellbeing.
Practical things we can do: get a good night’s sleep, exercise, 
eat as well as we can.
Strengthen relationships: make an effort to build strong 
connections with friends and family, so that we have people 
to turn to when we are struggling. 
Seek help: ask for help to manage strong emotions that make 
us feel overwhelmed. 
Although we might say we feel anxious and depressed 
sometimes, these feelings are normal responses to difficult 
situations. Feeling anxious or depressed all the time might 
mean we need to seek help in order to feel better.
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Vox pop aim
To get many opinions on one topic.

Who do you talk to?
Young people from the community and young people from the focus 
groups.

Question 
How does violence impact our mental health and wellbeing as a 
community?

Vox Pops

FORMATS

Audio commentary aim
To get people’s opinion about a topic that they care deeply about, in this case, to ask 
young people to share perspectives on ways to challenge gender stereotypes.

 Who do you talk to?
A young person, a teacher or a parent.

Questions for your interview with a young person:
• What are the ways in which you deal with difficult things that have happened? 
• How have you seen others deal with difficulties?
• What can we as young people do to support ourselves and our friends and family 

after a difficult experience such as losing a loved one?

Audio commentary
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Public Service Announcement  (PSA)

The aim of a PSA:
To create a public awareness message. Create a PSA that encourages people to save 
water.

Here is an exercise to help you in a moment when you feel overwhelmed or anxious. 
This can help to slow down your nervous system in a moment of panic or anxiousness. 

Take a deep breath and see if you can name: 
5 things you can see (say the window, door, bed...)
4 things you can touch/feel (say your feet on the ground, your hands on your lap...)
3 things you can hear (say the kettle boiling, the music outside...)
2 things you can smell (say the coffee you made, the food that is cooking...)
1 thing you can taste (say a sweet, your lipice...)

Once you have taken the time to notice all these things, take another breath in 
and exhale out, and notice if you are feeling any better. Try this out when you are 
feeling anxious and let us know if it helped!

Audio profile aim
To get a first person account of someone’s experience, passion or journey. Audio profiles 
often aim to inspire.

Who do you talk to?
Speak to someone who offers support to people to help them process and heal from 
experiences that have been traumatic.

Audio profile

Questions
• What kinds of support do you offer the people who come to you?
• What kinds of things can people do to get support after a traumatic 

experience?
• What should we know about trauma and how it impacts us as young 

people?

Please see interview questions in “How to present your show”
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[INTRO:]
Host 1: It’s just gone [TIME] and you’re 
just in time for the [NAME OF SHOW] on 
[RADIO STATION]. My name is [NAME].

Host 2: And my name is [NAME], and 
today’s show is about mental health and 
wellbeing.

Host 1: As young people, we all know 
that there are many things that can 
happen in our lives that stress us out and 
make us feel overwhelmed. Sometimes 
we don’t know what to do with all the 
feelings that are there. It is so important 
to have someone you can talk to, 
someone you trust.

Host 2: That is so true. Trying to go 
it alone can be too much. Talking to a 
friend when I am having a hard time 
really helps me. 

Host 1: Tell me about it! We need to get 
things off our chest. We can’t keep it all 
bottled up inside.

Host 2: I know that talking to friends 
can help, but sometimes opening up to 
someone can feel hard. I wonder how 
other people feel about this. Do you 
have someone to talk to when you are 
struggling?

Host 1: I would love to hear what others 

have to say about this. Let’s open up the 
lines to some of the listeners. 

[PRESENT WHO IS BEING INTERVIEWED]
[PLAY THE INTERVIEW]

[OUTRO:]
Host 1: Today, we’ve had a really interesting 
conversation about the things in our lives 
that can have an impact on our mental 
health. We have also spoken about why 
as young people we need to reach out for 
support when we are having a hard time. 

Host 2: Talking to someone we trust is one 
of the steps we can take to get support.

Host 1: Yes, even if it feels hard to share 
what has happened, it is really important 
not to suffer alone, to find someone you can 
trust to talk to. 

Host 2: I hope all the listeners have gained 
something from this show.

Host 1: Yes, it has been a very interesting 
show. Thanks for listening. Next week 
on [DAY] at [TIME] we’ll continue the 
conversation about youth and mental health 
and wellbeing, this time, talking about 
different mental health conditions - how to 
identify them and how to get the right care 
and treatment when needed. Until then, it’s 
bye from us! 

Use your produced radio features, your research and the 
suggested script and questions to write your own script. 

HOW TO PRESENT 
YOUR SHOW
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Jingle
General 

introduction
to topic

Intro vox pops
Vox pops

Outro vox pops

Intro audio commentary
Audio commentary

Outro audio commentary

Music 
transition

Intro interview
Interview’ 

Outro interview

PSA
General outro to 

topicMusic end

SHOW OUTLINE

ETHICS AND CONSENT

This may be a sensitive topic for 
some, so make sure you inform 

your audience to respect those who 
share personal stories in the space.

Music 
transition and 

jingle
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