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ASSESSING MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS AND 
PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA 

Background : In 2008, Sami 
Rasouli, founding member of  the 
Muslim Peacemaker Team, in 
Najaf, Iraq, along with Kaia 
Svien, Kathy McKay, and Dr. 
Sara Axtell, visited with Dr. Liz 
Wieling about the possibility of  
collaborating to address the needs 
of  families in Najaf  affected by 
the long standing psychological 
trauma resulting from four 
decades of  war and organized 

violence, and most recently by the 
U.S. invasion in 2003. 
Dr. Wieling’s area of  clinical 
research focuses on developing 
culturally relevant, systemic 
oriented, multi-component 
interventions to address 
psychological trauma. During this 
meeting Mr. Rasouli described the 
daily struggles families in his 
home town of  Najaf  were facing 
and invited/requested support to 

address the escalating mental 
health needs of  his community. 
Dr. Wieling joined the other 
members of  this team in their 
commitment to provide assistance 
and rebuild local capacity across 
several societal areas of  need.

Dr. Liz Wieling 
is an 
Associate 
Professor in 
the 
Department of 
Family Social 
Science/
Marriage and 
Family 
Therapy 
Program in 
the College of 
Education and 
Human 
Development 
at the 
University of 
Minnesota, 
United States.
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Development, for their support of my travels and work in this area.
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Mental Health/Trauma 
Context in Iraq

There is ample evidence of the 
growing requirements for mental 
health professionals to develop 
programs of intervention and build 
skills that aid in the prevention of 
mental health disorders and other 
maladaptive behaviors that 
frequently manifest in populations 
exposed to traumatic experiences 
(National Institute of Mental 
Health, 2002). Even though 
premier scholars in the trauma field 
have written about the mitigating 
impact of families and larger social 
networks (e.g., Mollica, 2006; 
Norris, Galea, Friedman, & 
Watson, 2006; Webb, 2004), few 
research studies (and even fewer 
empirically conducted research 
studies) document innovative 
family- and community-level 
approaches for the treatment of 
PTSD and/or the multitude of more 
commonly expressed and 

associated comorbidities such as 
increased domestic violence, 
depression, anxiety and mood 
disorders, substance abuse, and 
suicide risk that often accompany 
the aftermath of exposure to mass 
trauma. These trajectories 
commonly lead to intergenerational 
cycles of psychological, emotional, 
behavioral, and relational 
outcomes for entire populations. 
The scope of the damage to the 
family/communities following war 
related trauma is often vastly 
underestimated (Landau, Mittal, & 
Wieling, 2008).

In Iraq, a context of prolonged and 
current war, the scenario for 
children and families is dire as few 
to no systematic mental health 
resources are available for vast 
segments of the population, yet the 
need is exorbitant. For example, in 
a recent epidemiological study 
investigating the prevalence of 
mental heath disorders in children 
and adolescents in Mosul, Iraq, Al-
Jawadi and Abdul-Rhman (2007) 
found that out of 3079 children 

assessed, 1152 had childhood 
mental disorders, giving a point 
prevalence of 37%. They conclude 
that childhood mental disorders are 
a common condition highly 
prevalent amongst the children and 
early adolescents in Mosul and 
underscore the critical importance 
of providing care at the community  
level, educating the public on 
mental health, involving 
communities and families, 
monitoring community mental 
health indicators, and providing 
treatment at primary health care 
level. Several other studies 
(Ahmed, Mohamed & Ameen, 
1998; Clark, 2003; Rozokhi, Taha, 
Taib, Sadik & Al Gasseer, 2006) 
assessing mental health in Iraq 
confirm similarly high prevalence 
of mental health disorders. A recent 
article on The Globalist (Chelala, 
March 21, 2009) reported that 
there is currently only one child 
psychiatrist in all of Iraq. This is 
devastatingly alarming given a 
context where UNICEF estimates 
that almost two million children 
have been displaced from their 
homes since the first war began.

Liz Wieling and Omar 
Rasouli shortly after 
arriving in Najaf, 
January 28th.

Sami Rasouli
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Current Project

This project extends upon Dr. WielingÕs previous 
work developing culturally and contextually based 
systemic multi-component evidence-based 
interventions for populations affected by mass 
trauma (Wieling & Mittal, 2008). The specific 
populations of interest are children, families, and 
communities affected by the war in Najaf, Iraq, with 
a focus on developmental pathways and relational 
consequences of exposure to prolonged traumatic 
events. A collaborative plan, including research and 
implementation agenda, will be developed by Dr. 
Wieling, expert colleagues and community leaders 
in Najaf to provide intensive training for a select 
group of professionals, paraprofessionals and 
community leaders to build local capacity for 1) 
recognizing and treating posttraumatic stress 
disorder in adults and children; 2) introducing 
parenting practices to assist parents (and teachers)  
in helping children affected by traumatic stress; and 

3) introducing clinical practices to family and 
community members to promote healthy 
relationships (and decrease maladaptive behaviors 
and relationships, such as domestic violence) in the 
aftermath of war. A concurrent program of research 
will be developed with the University of Kufa to 
design and conduct an epidemiological study to 
assess mental health as well as family and 
community well-being. Nothing like this currently 
exists in the literature documenting the mental heath 
status, risks and resiliency, for this population.

This first visit to Najaf took place for the purpose 
of conducting a general needs assessment in 
preparation for a follow up 2-3 week training in 
May 2010. Dr. Wieling will conduct this training 
along with a team of international and 
interdisciplinary colleagues.

Pilgrimage from Najaf to Karbala in honor of Hussein
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Greeted at Najaf Airport by Sami and 
Sameera (3-day journey from MSP to NJF)
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A special thank you with deep affection to 
my friend Sameera whose warmth and 
constant smile gave me the initial courage 
and assurance that I would be safe and 
well on this journey. Sameera was with me 
from the moment I arrived to the last 
goodbye when I left. She is a role model as 
a strong independent business woman and 
educator. But mostly it is her kindness, 
opennes, and love that will now live in me 
as a gift.

Ridha, 
Suad, 
Omar, Liz, 
Neighbor 
friend and 
children.
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I was hosted by Suad, 
Omar, Ridha, and Sami 
Rasouli. They welcomed 
me as a family member and 
opened their hearts and 
home to me. I gained a 
beautiful sister in Suad, 
received the sweetest 
affection from Omar and 
R i d h a , a n d b e c a m e 

inspired by - and committed 
to - Sami in his tireless efforts to reconstruct Najaf. I am 
in awe of Sami’s professionalism, integrity, wisdom, and 
ultimate bold vision to create a more peaceful world. 

Thank you for all you have shared with me - and mostly 
for your generosity and love.
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Pilgrims walk to Karbala 
to honor Hussein.

Thank you Dr. Zahid for the 
warm welcome and the trip 
to Karbala, which gave me 
an opporuntiy to witness 
this multicentury old 
powerful pilgramige in 
honor of Hussein. Your 
willingness to share 
insights and expertise in 
Islamic history was 
invaluable. I hope this too 
is the beginning of a long 
colleageal relationship. 
Thank you for dedicating 
so much time to me during 
my visit and for your 
gracious generosity.
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President and Dean of 
the Law School and 
Faculty of Sociology 
and Islamic Studies

Dr. Zahid
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Beautiful Family
Incredible Food
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Meeting with COMMUNITY LEADERS
to discuss local needs and priorities related to women, 
families, and the community

Batool Al-Hasson and Abdullah Al-Janabi organized this meeting with 
representatives from schools, media, NGOs, and women’s advocacy groups. 
Domestic violence, targeted violence against activists, and child/adolescent 
behavior problems in the schools were identified as primary areas of concern.
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Abdullah Al-Janabi 

Batool Al-Hasson
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Visit with Myamin - 
supporter and educator 
for women in the 
community. She is the 
8th generation of 
women in her family 
carrying on this role.  

Myamin invited me to 
attend one of her 
gatherings she leads 
with women to mourn 
the death of Hussein. I 
attended this special 
meeting with Sameera 
and Haifa. I am grateful 
for this unique privilege.   
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Ekhlass lost her legs 
months after completing 
her college education as a 
school teacher. In 2003, 
during a US air attack in 
Najaf, a missile came 
though the living room wall 
as she slept in the middle 
of the room for protection. 
She was promised 
assistance by military 
personnel to be fitted with 
prosthetic limbs but claims 
that they never followed 
through and disappeared 
shortly after. Six years later 
she has not lost hope but 
has exhausted her options 
locally for support. Ekhlass 
and her family asked for 
our assistance.  
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Ekhlass shared these photos with us and gave permission to use to tell her story.
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Priority Areas

The Najaf Chamber of 
Commerce identified 
three priority areas for 
development:

1) Economic liberation for 
women - develop 
programs to support 
women in labor force 
and business;

2)Promote business and 
social-cultural 
development; and

3)Develop local arbitration 
consortium.
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Members and friends of the Najaf Chamber of 
Commerce were present and spoke about their 
visions for development and cultural change. They 
also discussed areas of challange and hope for the 
future. 

There is much optimism that Najaf will rebuild and 
reclaim its legacy as a city that promotes women’s 
rights and leadership in education.

Dear Dr. Zuhair and members of the Najaf Chamber of Commerce: Please accept my sincere gratitude 
for welcoming me and future collaborators from the University of Minnesota as well the State of 
Minnesota to your historic and visionary city. I hope to forge a lasting and meaningful relationship with 
your community. Thank you for an informative meeting and elegant reception!

Mr. Zuhair Sharbah, President
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THANK YOU!                  !"#$% جزاكم االله
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Meeting with the Najaf                        
Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT)
The PRT is a unit introduced by the US government consisting of military officers, diplomats, 
and reconstruction subject matter experts, working to support reconstruction efforts in 
unstable states. PRTs were first established in Afghanistan in 2001 and as of 2008 operate in 
Iraq as well.

Najaf PRT 

PRT Najaf was established in Najaf in April 2006 and moved to REO Hillah in September 
2006.  Since its inception, it has sought to provide consistent and reliable support to the Holy 
Province of Najaf.  Spanning Najaf's attainment of Provincial Iraqi Control (PIC) in December 
2006, PRT Najaf has served as a conduit of information and expertise.  For example, PRT 
Najaf has supported the completion of the Najaf Airport Project (NAP) by helping to bring 
experts from the Boeing Corporation to conduct a needs assessment of the Airport, and by 
facilitating communication between Baghdad and Najaf officials concerning the Airport.  PRT 
Najaf has also served a valuable role in transmitting concerns and praise from Najaf officials 
to U.S. officials in Baghdad and Washington, DC, as well as facilitating the flow of 
communication in the opposite direction.   As additional experts join the PRT Najaf staff, the 
team will seek to expand the level of technical expertise provided, while maintaining its 
support for strategic infrastructure and targeted support for Najaf civil society.

Purpose of Meeting
Wieling and Rasouli met with Najaf PRT staff Angus Simmons, David Urbia, and Hakim Kawy 
to inquire about the status of a proposal submitted to the PRT December 2009 requesting 
funds to provide local capacity building for indentifying and treating symptoms related to 
traumatic stress. Mr. Simmons and colleagues endorsed the importance and high need of 
such services but informed us that regrettably PRT funds cannot be used to support travel 
costs or mental health treatment. However they are reviewing the proposal to assess whether 
partial funding for allowable expenses can be made. Mr. Hakim underscored the need for 
these services in his community and generously offered to personally assist in covering 
partial travel expenses. 

Thank you!

I, Liz Wieling, want to thank you for the opportunity to meet to discuss mental health needs in 
Najaf and for being supportive of this developing collaborative project to build local capacity 
for psychological, social, and community health.
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Meeting with Najaf Governor 
Mr. Adnan Al-Zurufi

Purpose

Wieling, Rasouli, Al-Hasson, and Al-Janabi met with Mr. Al-Zurufi to thank him for supporting 
me in getting a visa to enter the country and to discuss the status of the sister city 
collaboration and the mental health training project.

Mr. Al-Zurufi offered his support to the team that returns to conduct the training in May 2010.

This support is much appreciated !
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I was asked to give a talk to the medical faculty on psychological 
trauma. We later held a discussion about differing views/theories 
regarding the role of Islam as a potential protective factor against the 
development of posttraumatic stress. There were mixed opinions and 
much enthusiasm about this topic as an important area of study.

I later met with the Dean of Community Heath and Nursing to discuss 
the possibility of conducting an epidemiological study to assess mental 
as well as family/community health - and consequences of prolonged 
exposure to war and adversity. 

Dr. Abdulkareem Abdullah 
Mahmood Al-Radhi
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Assist. Prof. Dr. Azar Maluki, Head of Dept. of Dermatology, Kufa College of Medicine 
and his colleagues provided a detailed tour of the local hospital. This facility was 
occupied by US forces during the invasion in 2003. They have been slowly rebuilding 
since 2006. However, a critical need remains in the area of acquisition and 
maintenance of medical equipment. Doctors from across several units showed me 
sophisticated equipment that could not be used due to their inability to maintain. 
Several reported reasons for this: no representatives in Iraq to conduct such 
maintenance, difficult for local doctors/team to receive training outside because it is 
typically restricted to certified medical company personnel, etc. This is a serious 
concern given the increasing adverse health consequences for the population as 
rates of cancer, birth defects, and other illnesses in the region escalates at alarming 
rates.

Despite all the obstacles, the hospital also has many progressive and growing areas 
of development. They are conducting small-scale research projects and expanding 
several units. Visiting the hospital and talking with doctors about their needs moved 
me deeply. It was difficult for me to manage the intense frustration and sadness 
resulting from the realization of these circumstances – particularly as it was 
juxtaposed to the unrelenting optimism and determination these dear colleagues have 
in overcoming these barriers. However, they need help to improve these 
circumstances and asked for assistance.

Dr. Azar MalukiHospital main entrance

Physicaly therapy unit
Equipment in the hall - cannot 
be repaired
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 Thank you for such a 
beautiful welcome into 
your home! What an 
talented, loving and 
beautiful family!
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Malka Al-Haddad organized an informational 
meeting at her center dedicated to eliminating 
discrimination against women
Attending were doctors, NGO leaders, and civil society activists. I 
gave a brief talk about my work in the area of psychological 
trauma and we held an active discussion about specific areas of 
need, challenges and opportunities for developing future work. 
Several participants provided information in writing detailing 
family and community life in Najaf. 
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Malka Al-Haddad
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Beautiful lunch with 
Sameera’s Family 
and Friends

It was also especially 
nice to have Haifa join us 
for this lunch. She 
showed me the most 
precious forms of love 
and friendship. 
Thank you Haifa for all 
your kindness and for 
the beautiful poem you 
wrote to me as a gift. 

Sameera’s nephew and 
niece
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Haifa and Liz Sameera
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Iraqi Delegate, Mr. Al-Mhanawi and 

his children also joined us at Mr.  Al-
Kanaji's property 

Mundhir Al-Kanaji, 
former Najaf city 
council member, 
current civic 
organizer. 

Thank you for the 
warm welcome 
and introduction 
to your family.

D
A

Y
 S

IX
 -

 V
IS

IT
 T

O
 M

U
N

D
H

IR
Õ

S
 H

O
M

E
                     

O
U

T
S

ID
E

 O
F

 N
A

JA
F



22

D
A

Y
 S

IX
 -

 V
IS

IT
 IN

T
O

 T
H

E
 O

LD
 C

IT
Y,

 N
A

JA
F

 



23

20
09

 IR
A

Q
I D

E
LE

G
A

T
IO

N
 T

O
 M

IN
N

E
A

P
O

LI
S

Meeting with 2009 Iraqi Delegation
A delegation from Najaf, Iraq, visited Minneapolis fall 2009.  A portion of their visit was spent on the 
University of Minnesota campus.  The visit was organized by the Iraqi and American Reconciliation 
Project (Minneapolis), Muslim Peacemaker Teams (Najaf), and the Department of Family Social 
Science, College of Education and Human Development (University of Minnesota).  The visit was part 
of the effort to develop a sister city relationship between Najaf and Minneapolis.

I had the privilege of meeting all but one of the delegates across several functions during my visit to 
Najaf. It was a pleasure to meet them again and to develop a stronger vision of collaboration. In 
particular, I thank Ms. Sameera Ismail Rasool Al-Halaw, Dr. Abd-Alameer Zahid, Mrs. Batool Al-
Hasson, Ms. Malka Al-Haddad, Dr. Abed Ali Al-Khafaf, and Mr. Zuhair Sharba for being exceptionally 
involved in making this visit a successful and productive event.

Thank you for the warm welcome into your city and for opening your hearts to me!

Delegation Members

1. Dr. Abdulkareem Abdullah Mahmood Al-Radhi, Dean of College of Nursing, University of 
Kufa

2. Mr. Salih Abdul Husain, Secondary School Teacher (Math)
3. Mr. Ali Al-Asadi, Afaaq Foundation for Studies and Research
4. Ms. Malka Al-Haddad, Professor of Arabic, University of Kufa and Committee on the 

Elimination of Discrimination Against Women
5. Ms. Sameera Ismail Rasool Al-Halawi, Muslim Peacemaker Teams, Chamber of 

Commerce
6. Mrs. Batool Al-Hasson, Chair of Women’s NGO, Najaf
7. Dr. Asaad Al-Janabi, Professor, College of Medicine (Pathology), University of Kufa
8. Mr. Mundhir Al-Kanaji, former Najaf city council member, current civic organizer
9. Dr. Abed Ali Al-Khafaf, Dean of the College of Liberal Arts, University of Kufa 
10. Dr. Najm Koudhur, Professor, College of Science (Physics), University of Kufa
11. Mr. Ali Mohan, Director of Planning, Ministry of Displacement and Migration                   

(This delegate was not able join his colleagues on this trip).
12. Mr. Zuhair Sharba, Najaf Chamber of Commerce, President
13. Dr. Abd-Alameer Zahid, Dean of College of Islamic Science, University of Karbala and 

Chair of National Forum for Culture and Reflection
14. Mr. Kadhim Al-Mhanawi, former Najaf city council member, currently private engineering 

consultant.

Batool, Malka, Liz, and Sameera
Liz’s Office, Minneapolis, 2009.



24

P
LA

N
N

E
D

 R
E

T
U

R
N

 T
R

IP
 F

O
R

 T
R

A
U

M
A

                  
S

P
E

C
IF

IC
 T

R
A

IN
IN

G
May/June 2010

I plan to return to Najaf accompanied by a small team of collaborating 
colleagues to conduct trauma related psychoeducation, treatment and/or 
trauma training, consultation, and to discuss a potential program of 
research with the University of Kufa. 

I want to end this summary of my travel to Najaf by especially thanking Sami 
Rasouli. Words simply cannot capture or do justice to how grateful I am to 
Sami - this effort and the possibility of multiple waves of learning and social 
change in Najaf would not be possible without his leadership, courage, and 
wisdom.

Thank you my friend. I look forward to this continued journey with you.
Liz


