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Abstract:

For more than ten decades, the Palestinian Occupied Territories are marked by a protracted
political conflict. During this conflict, more than 300 settlements have been built in side West
Bank, Gaza, and east Jerusalem “Occupied Palestinian Territories”, since that time the conflict
between Palestinian and Israeli occupation forces still ongoing. One of the most important result
of this occupation and conflict is the suffering of Palestinian living among these Israeli settlements.
Therefore, this study aimed at gaining insight into the impact of living within this situation on the
children and adolescents’ psychological wellbeing.

357 8-18 years olds Palestinian children took part; Two self-report questionnaires: the UCLA-
PTSD-Reaction Index, investigating symptoms of posttraumatic stress, and the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaires, looking at overall psychological problems, were filed by children
themselves, mothers and teachers. Descriptive analyses investigated mental health differences
between both variables, gender and age and the mental health outcomes.

This study shows the important impact of being lived among israile settlements on the
psychological wellbeing of Palestinian, above, girls, younger adolescents, also reported higher
scores on both questionnaires, the study urges for more psychological care and support for family
members — in particular children.

key words: Psychological wellbeing, Palestine, Children, Israeli settlements, Hebron old city.
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Introduction:

The ongoing political conflict in the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT) makes identifying the
consequence of well-being and quality of life in the civilians particularly challenging. While
increasing attention is being paid to the deleterious effects of political violence on the mental health
of civilian populations (Jordans, 2010; Hasanovic, et al; 2006; Qouta, 2003). The (OPT) have
been under the Israeli military occupation for over fifty years which included control over the
Palestinian land, movement of people, access to resources (e.g. water, food) and employment
(WAFA, 2021; Amnesty International, 2017). In all political violence, conflict and wars, the
victims in most cases perceived as a highly impacting crises with large consequences and mostly
they are civilians (Hammad ,J and Tribe, R, 2020 ; Thabet, et al, 2008; Hasanovic, et al; 2006;
Qouta, 2003), this violence severely impact mental health and quality of life for all people involved
in conflict (Hammad ,J and Tribe, R, 2020; World Health Organization, 2013). One of the expected
important results is increasing number of children throughout the world who are growing up in the

middle of war and political violence, and occupation.
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Children who exposed to war conflict will directly or indirectly experience a variety of stressors,
and many of them may develop common symptoms and reactions such as sadness, anger, fears,
numbness, moodiness or irritability, nightmares, avoidance of situations (Amiri, A., & Zafarzai, |
2020; Hammad, J., and Tribe, R., 2020; Shehadeh, et al, 2016; Barenbaum , Ruchin , Schwab-
Stone, 2004).

Researchers suggested that experiences related to conflict, occupation, political violence and war
had a serious risk on the well-functioning of all family members, and many psychological,
emotional, physical, and social problems raise (Amiri, A., & Zafarzai, |1 2020; Fawzyiah Hadi,
Llabre, & Spitzer, 2006; Qouta, S, Punamaki, & El Sarraj, 2003; Dyregrov, Gjestad, & Raundalen,
2002). Palestinian families living within the occupied territories have been shown to have high
rates of psychological and social problems and one to two thirds of the population presenting with
trauma-related psychopathologies (Thabet, A., 2019; Thabet et al., 2008; Khamis, 2005; Baker,
AM,. & Kanan, H.M, 2003).

In Palestine, Conflict started more than 100 years ago. Several generations experienced this kind

of conflict since Ottoman rule to British mandate, and later on throughout the Israeli occupation
period, it can be considered as the longest conflict in the modern era (Shehadeh ea al, 2016;
Bornstein, 2010; Nashif, 2008; Peteet, 1994; Bar-Tal, 1990).
The most resulting action from this situation, that, more than 200 Israeli settlements were
established in the West Bank, several settlements of them enclaves inside the city of Hebron
especially the old city (Betselem, 2018). Israel governorate has been forcing thousands of
Palestinians of their privet lands and homes, taking by military force and illegally settle and create
settlements exclusively for Jewish Israeli settlers (Amnesty,2018; Elliott, 2013). Israeli military
has established 20 lasting staffed checkpoints in Old Hebron city. Palestinians who need to go
through any of these checkpoints must endure lengthy, humiliating inspections (Betselem, 2018).
Palestinians living in this area are subjected to extreme restrictions on their movement by car or
on foot — including the closure of main streets — while settlers are free to go where they wish. In
addition, the military has issued shutdown orders to hundreds of stores and commercial
establishments in this area. Families and children who have been subjected to violent experiences
may exhibit a variety of responses and symptoms ranging from mild stress to sever trauma (Roney;
Srour, 2005; Qouta, Punaméki, El Sarraj, 2008; Garbarino, Kostelny, 2018).
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In contrast to war and political situation and more life stress, the studies show that girls and boys
react differently to war related stress (Thabet, A., 2019; Abdeen et al., 2008; Al-Krenawi, Lev-
Wiesel & Sehwail ,2007; Thabet, Abdulah, Elhelou, & Vostanis, 2006 ; Chimienti & Abu Nasr,
1992; Hadi & Llabre, 1998; Llabre & Hadi, 1997).

Girls tended to experience more related anxieties and emotional problems and to express more
separation anxiety than do boys under these specific circumstances, and higher levels of distress
(Klingman, Sagi, & Raviv, 1993; Swenson & Klingman, 1993), while boys, show more nervous,
aggressive, conduct broplems and social misbehavior, or and a collection of all symptoms
(Shehadeh et al, 2016; Al-Krenawi, Lev-Wiesel & Sehwail ,2007; Baker, & Kanan, 2003; Engel,
1984; Hesse, 1986; Moracco & Camilleri, 1983), boys reported higher posttraumatic stress
symptoms than girls (Llabre & Hadi, 1997). While no specific differences were found between
boys and girls according to other studies (Laor, Wolmer, & Cohen, 2001). Therefore, we examined
gender as a potential moderator.

According to the effects of age, a preponderance of evidence propose that the younger children are
the more vulnerable to have psychological problems during stressful and war situations and
political (Shehadeh et al, 2016,2016 ;Laor, Wolmer, & Cohen 2001; Udwin, Boyle, Yule, Bolton,
& O’Ryan, 2000; Rutter, 1993) they are more distressed and more likely to experience fears,
emotional and psychological problems, anxiety and depression (Shehadeh, 2015; Vormbrock,
1993; Costello et al., 1994). However, other studies suggest that the older the child is the more
symptoms of depression, anxiety and PTSD symptoms he has (Gleser, Green, and Winget;1981&
Green et al., 1991), they were more exposed to a greater number of traumatic events and more
likely to witness or be a victim of violence and war (Macksoud & Nazar ,1993). From the other
hand, studies hypothesized that parent's reaction to traumatic experience and violence may
impacted with age to influence the children's responses (Yule & Udwin, 1991, shehadeh et al,
2016), such that parents' reactions influence younger children greater than they do with older
children. therefore, it seems that age is a factor that warrants further investigation.

This study thus aims to examining the psychological wellbeing of schoolchildren living among
Israeli settlements in the old city of Hebron and test the differences in that impact according to

gender and age.
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Methods:
Study sample
(POT) is divided into three parts, West Bank east Jerusalem and Gaza, two parts can be considered
for this kind of research as Israeli setlemints and Palestinians are living in the same area.
From the Director of Education and High Education in Hebron Governorate, we received a list of
all Palestinian schools that are located inside the old city and students have to cross Israeli
checkpoints dally. From the director of education and high education in Hebron, we received a list
of schools from the selected place, that contain (30) schools out of (152) in all the governorate,
number of students in this sight are (8000) student and number of female teachers are (300) teacher
and (22) of educational councilors. We asked the director of education and high education in
Hebron to randomly select 6 of schools out of 30. From the chosen schools we asked the councilors
to randomly select every fifth name in the students list to reach a sample represented 20% of all
the society study, then asked the students to fill and complete the Strength and Difficulties
Questionnaire. Five hundred questionnaires sent to schools to be filed, we received 357 filed ones.
See table N: 1.

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of children 2019-2020: Director of Education

and High Education in Hebron, 2019.

Total group (n=357)

Gender Age

Mail 160 (44.8%) <12 175 (49%)

Female 197 (55.2%) 12-18 182 (51)
Procedure

Data regarding the psychological well being of school aged children were collected in 2019-2020
by the use of the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire, which was filed in anonymously by 357
children themselves or by parents for the age less than 12 years old. Other copies of the
questionnaires which were filed by known children, were also filed by parents and other copies by
teachers. Those participants were visited at their schools by the author and one of the councilors
who have been trained in research methodology. Children, mothers and teachers were informed
about the research and its aims, asked the children and their mothers' consent to participate, and

identified students were invited to complete the questioner. The researcher remained to give
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support to respondents if it needed. The questionnaire was accompanied by written information
about the study aims, anonymity and confidentiality, researcher’s contact information, information
about possible referral for mental health support, and completion instructions. The researcher
returned the next week to receive the completed questionnaires. Referral for mental health support
was available to all participants, upon request.

Measures

After a sociodemographic questionnaire, investigating age and gender children, parents and
teachers were asked to complete self report questionnaire about children psychological well being,
strength and difficulties questionnaire (SDQ) already used in Palestinian context and before using
the SDQ, it was discussed in a group of five experts from Palestinian universities to verify its
stability for research aims and participates.

The (SDQ) (Goodman & Scott, 1999): This self-questionnaire is widely used to assess the
psychological well-being of young people (Goodman & Scott, 1999; Goodman, 1997). The (SDQ)
contains 25 items to be scored on a Likert-scale from (0 to 2) respectively (not true, somewhat
true, and certainly true); five subscales are distinguished (pro-social behavior, hyperactivity,
emotional symptoms, conduct problems, and peer problems), as also a total difficulties score (sum
of the 20 items from the four problems scales). In this study, we used the Arabic translation of the
SDQ adolescent version, which has already been used in Palestine (Thabit, Tmtida, & Fostanis,
2000; Thabet et al. 2010; Shehadeh et al. 2015, 2016). The questionnaire contains 25 items that
are scored on a Likert scale from O (incorrect) to 2 (definitely true), plus the sum of the difficulty
scores. Reliability analyzes showed a (Cronbach’s alpha =.73). A total problem scores higher than
20 (pc 85 in our sample) was considered a high score (cut-off score). For the subscales, scores
higher than 7 (percentile 85) were considered high scores.

UCLA-PTSD-Reaction Index (UCLA-PTSD-RI) (Rodriguez, Steinberg, & Pynoos, 1999): the
self-report questionnaire is based on the DSM-IV criteria for PTSD, and has been widely used in
research on PTSD in children and adolescents (Steinberg et al., 2004), also in Palestine (Shehadeh
et al., 2015, 2016; Abdeen et al., 2008). 22 items are scored on a Likert-scale from 0 (never) to 4
(always). For this study, we used the Arabic version, which is adapted to the Palestinian context.
The total score is the sum of the 22 items (Cronbach’s alpha = .81). Rodriguez et al. (1999)

proposed a score of 38 and higher as a clinical.
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Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics, t-test, and SD analyzes were used to present sample demographic

characteristics and prevalence of psychological problems and to determine the variables impacting

the psychological wellbeing of children living among Israeli settlements in Hebron old city (age
& gender), (total PTSD score on UCLA-PTSD-RI,

Total difficulty score on SDQ and subscales of the SDQ, emotional, conduct, hyperactivity and

peer relationship problems), analyzes were performed using SSPS (version 22).

Results

Psychological wellbeing
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*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001, Strength and difficulties as measured by SDQ Total difficulties :>

20 & Every subscale > 7
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For children who were living among Israeli settlements in Hebron old city, mothers

reported scores above the threshold, showing they had severe psychological problems (SDQ) in
total difficulties and emotional problems in favor of females, whereas hyperactivity problems
have been recorded in favor of children aged less than 12.

Table-3- Filling by teachers:
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*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001, Strength and difficulties as measured by SDQ Total difficulties :>
20 & Every subscale > 7
Teachers reported for Palestinian children who were living among Israeli settlements in

Hebron old city, that they score above the threshold in (SDQ), total difficulties, conduct
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problems and peer relationship problems in favor of mails, this showed that they had severe

psychological problems.

Table-4- Filling by Children themselves
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Children who were living among Israeli settlements in Hebron old city, reported scores

difficulties :> 20 & Every subscale > 7

above the threshold, showing they had severe psychological problems (SDQ) in total difficulties

and emotional problems in favor of females, whereas peer relation problems have been recorded

in favor of children aged less than 12.
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Table-5- PTSD Filling by children

Gender N M SD t p |Age| M | SD t p
Total | M 194 1279 |.701 |- 032 | <12 |297 | .646 | - .003
PTSD |F 167 | 2.94 | 582 | 2.130 12- | 2.77 | .644 | 2.973
18

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001,, PTSD: posttraumatic stress disorder as measured by the USCL-
PTSD Reaction Index Questionnaire

Mothers reported scores above the threshold who are aged less than 12, showing that children had
severe symptoms of posttraumatic stress (UCLA-PTSD-RI). According to gender, children
reported scores above the threshold in favor of females.
Discussion
The aim of the study was, to investigate the impact of living among Israeli settlements in old city
of Hebron, which happening in contexts of protracted armed conflicts in (POT)’ and its effect on
the psychological wellbeing of young Palestinian children. These children are more likely to
develop psychological difficulties, and even more likely to develop symptoms of posttraumatic
stress.
Although these findings are in line with earlier findings suggesting that living within the contest
of war or political conflict associated with higher mental health and psychological problems
(Hammad ,J and Tribe, R, 2020 ; Thabet, et al, 2008; Hasanovic, et al; 2006).
Our sample showed very high levels of clinical scores (Amiri, A., & Zafarzai, I, 2020; Shehadeh
et al, 2015,2016 Fawzyiah Hadi, Llabre, & Spitzer, 2006).
Besides the overall risk to developing mental health problems in these children, we found that
females even show a higher risk, in particular to develop PTSD symptoms. And in the reports filed
by children themselves and others which filed by their mothers (Reports belong to total SDQ and
emotional problems subscale. One hypothesis here could be that female children are more likely
to being influenced by their parents’ response to traumatic events, such as living within daily
political conflict and daily crossing Israeli soldiers’ checkpoints (Shehadeh et al , 2015, 2016;
Thabet et al, 2010; Thabet et al, 2006; Al-Krenawi, Lev-Wiesel & Sehwail ,2007; Baker, & Kanan,
2003; Laor et al., 2001; Udwin et al., 2000).
Considering age, the study findings indicate that the younger the child is, the more a higher risk,

in particular to develop PTSD symptoms and more psychological and behavioral problems(SDQ);
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hyperactivity and peer relationship problems, (s)he might have as a consequence of being lived
within Israeli settlement and ongoing conflect. This finding might be consistent with previous
studies, suggesting that younger children are more likely to being influenced by their families’
responses to traumatic or stressful events than older children (Shehadeh et al, 2015, 2016; Baker,
A, & Kanan, H, 2003; Udwin et al, 2000; Miller et al ,1999).

Older children in society of Palestinian are often expected to take over, when needed, the role of
the household head. This particular role, possibly associated with a higher sense of responsibility
towards their families, and as result, this may have reduced the PTSD levels in these older
participants (Jordans, 2010; Thabet et al, 2010, Pierce et al., 1998). Another hypothesis could be
that the cultural context impacts a tendency to avoid the expression of feelings, which might have
led to an underreport of symptoms (Thabet, 2019; Udwin, et al, 2000; Kelley, 1994). Above, older
adolescents might be more able to adjust with these impacting experiences, possibly also because
of the higher support they received from a rounding friend.

On the other hand, and considering gender differences as teachers recorded, the study findings
indicate that the child male is, the higher risk to develop psychological and behavioral
problems(SDQ); total difficulties, conduct and peer relationship problems, these findings are in
line with earlier findings suggesting that,

being within context of ongoing war and conflict such as the (POT) “as hot points; old city in
Hebron” (Shehadeh et al, 2016; Abdeen et al 2008; Baker, A, & Kanan, H, 2003; Dyregrov, A,
Gjestad, R, & Raundalen, M, 2002).

Exposed to ongoing conflict and violence have higher effect on the psychological wellbeing on
children and adolescence, on the other hand our results were not on line with other studies
performed in South Africaas a place that children were being exposed to political violence directly
or indirectly, the mostly common symptoms were sleeping problems, avoidance thoughts and
activities associated with trauma and hyper vigilance (Seedat, Van Noord, Vythilingum, Stein,
2000; Peltzer, 1999; Dawes, Tredoux, Feinstein, 1989;), other studies that have been done in such
situation (Malone et al., 2010; Pat-Horenczyk et al., 2009; Miller et al., 1999), this can be explained
according to the effect of living within hot places and continues conflict and its affect upon

psychological wellbeing of children.
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Implications:
Given the large impact of living within war-affected contexts onto families and children, it is clear
that the first implication should be that Israeli occupation on (OPT) should be ended and the
conflict also should be ended, in order to minimize the impact of war and conflict onto children
and adolescents. But as long as conflicts continue our findings indicate that these children and
adolescents need support and assistance, in particular psychological and social support. These
interventions should be oriented to all family members, especially children. Hereby, counselors,
teachers, and therapists must be aware of the particular context, and must be traind in such kinds
of systemic intervention.

Limitations:

First: We collected data in only one part of the (OPT), so the generalizability of our study results

may be limited.

Second: We measured only PTSD symptoms and general psychological problems (SDQ), while

other mental health problems may be of significant importance in this population. Therefore, future

research needs to include a range of other psychological problems.
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