ABSTRACT
Association between Adversity and Prosociality in Children
Exposed to Trauma in Four Sites in West Africa

Monica Carmela Ghailian

The negative effects of trauma exposure on youth behavior and mental health has
included internal disturbances that cause distress to the individual, as well as, externalizing
behaviors that cause distress to others. Researchers have also argued that trauma exposure can
have a positive impact on psychosocial development, in that it can lead people to align with
others, rather than turn against them. In an effort to identify factors that might nullify the
association between trauma exposure and subsequent negative consequences, this paper
examines the relationship between trauma exposure and prosocial behavior in Sierra Leone,
Togo, Burkina Faso and Liberia.

Results indicate that total trauma exposure was negatively associated with prosocial
behavior in Sierra Leone and Liberia, while the inverse relationship was found in Togo and
Burkina Faso, where trauma exposure was shown to have a positive association with prosocial
behavior. The effect of trauma exposure on prosocial behavior varied by gender in Togo; among
girls, trauma exposure had a positive significant association with prosocial behavior, however it
did not impact prosocial behavior among boys. Lastly, the negative impact of trauma exposure
on prosocial behavior found in Sierra Leone is partially explained by the indirect effect of PTSD
and depression. Results are discussed in the context of individual and environmental differences
that promote risk or resilience. Limitations and future implications for research, and practice are

discussed.
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