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Abstract

This study aims to identify the importance of mental health support for children and adolescents with
special needs through a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach. The SLR process involved the
identification, selection, and analysis of articles obtained from the Scopus database using the keywords
“children,” “adolescents,” and “special needs.” Out of an initial 55 articles, 10 relevant studies were
selected, comprising longitudinal, qualitative, and experimental research published in Q1 to Q4 indexed
journals. These studies examined psychosocial interventions such as school-based counseling, cognitive-
behavioral therapy, and social skills training. The findings indicate that sustained and contextually
adapted interventions have a positive impact on psychological well-being, social adaptation, and
academic achievement among children and adolescents with special needs. Active support from families,
educational institutions, and communities emerged as key factors contributing to the success of these
interventions. This review highlights the necessity of integrating interdisciplinary frameworks in policy
and intervention development and encourages further research exploring the effectiveness of cross-
cultural and longitudinal approaches.
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Abstrak

Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk mengidentifikasi pentingnya dukungan kesehatan mental bagi anak dan
remaja berkebutuhan khusus melalui pendekatan Systematic Literature Review (SLR). Proses SLR mencakup
tahap identifikasi, seleksi, dan analisis terhadap artikel yang diperoleh dari database Scopus
menggunakan kata kunci “children,” “adolescents,” dan “special needs.” Dari 55 artikel awal, terpilih 10
artikel relevan yang terdiri dari studi longitudinal, kualitatif, dan eksperimen, dengan klasifikasi jurnal
bereputasi Q1 hingga Q4. Studi-studi ini mengevaluasi intervensi psikososial seperti konseling berbasis
sekolah, terapi perilaku kognitif, dan pelatihan keterampilan sosial. Hasil menunjukkan bahwa intervensi
yang berkelanjutan dan kontekstual memberikan dampak positif terhadap kesejahteraan psikologis,
kemampuan adaptasi sosial, dan pencapaian akademik anak dan remaja berkebutuhan khusus. Dukungan
dari keluarga, institusi pendidikan, serta komunitas terbukti menjadi faktor penguat dalam keberhasilan
intervensi. Penelitian ini menyarankan perlunya integrasi kerangka kerja interdisipliner dalam
pengembangan kebijakan dan intervensi, serta mendorong studi lanjutan yang mengeksplorasi efektivitas
pendekatan lintas budaya dan longitudinal.

Kata Kunci: Anak dan Remaja, Kesehatan Mental, Kebutuhan Khusus, Intervensi Psikososial
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Introduction

Mental health is an integral aspect of overall human well-being. In its simplest sense, mental
health refers to how individuals feel —whether happy, sad, secure, calm, or anxious —and how they
think and respond to life’s challenges. However, mental health issues are on the rise globally,
particularly among adolescents and young adults (K. M. Keyes & Platt, 2024; McGorry et al., 2024).
This trend has led to child mental health becoming a priority across sectors such as healthcare,
education, and public policy (Paton et al., 2025). The increase in mental health disorders does not
yet have a definitive cause and remains multidimensional in nature (Birrell et al., 2025).

While this calls for targeted attention, current efforts tend to focus predominantly on the
general population, with limited attention directed toward children and adolescents with special
needs. These individuals experience impairments or limitations in specific areas, including
intellectual, physical, social, and emotional functioning—or a combination thereof. Children with
such conditions require health services tailored to their complex needs, which are often more
intricate than those of typically developing children (Lorthe et al., 2025). These needs include
psychosocial and educational support. Unfortunately, these children and adolescents often face
marginalization and difficulties in accessing appropriate mental health services, coupled with
insufficient support from their immediate environment. As a result, they face greater challenges than
their neurotypical peers, particularly regarding mental health, which negatively impacts their
quality of life (Mohler-Kuo & Dey, 2012; Sawyer et al., 2007; Warschburger et al., 2023).

The situation worsens due to the lack of targeted mental health interventions. In 2012, the
Administration on Children, Youth and Families (ACYF) outlined four domains of child mental
health: cognitive, physical, emotional, and social functioning. Parents and educators —who are the
closest figures in a child's life —often hesitate to address mental health issues due to the stigma
associated with diagnostic labels (Chavira et al., 2017). Thus, the challenges faced by children and
adolescents with special needs stem not only from within but also from external factors, such as
unresponsive environments that overlook their unique needs.

To address these issues, various interventions such as unstructured play therapy and
mindfulness-based approaches have been developed to improve the mental health and quality of
life of children and adolescents with special needs (Lee et al., 2020), animal-assisted therapy (Kovacs
etal., 2024), family-centered home care programs (Lima et al., 2024), and physical fitness approaches
such as high-intensity interval training (HIIT) (Poon et al, 2023). These approaches have
demonstrated positive outcomes in improving psychological aspects such as mood enhancement,
stress reduction, improved social skills, and increased self-confidence —ultimately contributing to
better mental health among this population. However, many of these interventions focus on short-
term outcomes and often overlook the diverse and individualized needs of children with special
needs.

Another pressing issue is the limited integration of mental health support into education
systems and social services. Many special education schools and institutions have yet to
systematically incorporate psychosocial well-being programs into their core curricula. Thus, it is
essential to integrate mental health education into the main curriculum and provide adequate
training for educators to recognize and address mental health challenges (Wiedermann et al., 2023).
At the same time, families —who serve as the closest support system for children and adolescents
with special needs —require emotional support and sufficient knowledge to fully understand and
assist their child’s development. As most children and adolescents with special needs live with their
families, families are essential partners in mental health service systems (Kuo et al., 2011). A decline
in the family’s emotional well-being can significantly affect the mental health support received by
these children (Allshouse et al., 2018).

Although several prior studies have reviewed mental health support for children and
adolescents, few have systematically focused on populations with special needs. (Uppendahl et al.,
2020) highlighted the limited availability of psychosocial interventions in low- and middle-income
countries, emphasizing the general population while paying insufficient attention to special needs
groups. Existing reviews tend to emphasize general interventions (e.g., school-based programs or
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family therapy) without differentiating their applicability across various developmental disorders
or special educational contexts (Cherewick et al., 2023). This article addresses this gap by
synthesizing evidence specifically targeting psychosocial interventions designed for children and
adolescents with special needs, including those with intellectual, social, and emotional impairments
(Parmar et al., 2021).

The novelty of this study lies in its focused analysis of high-quality, peer-reviewed articles
from the Scopus database (Q1-Q4), employing a transparent and replicable systematic literature
review process (Liang et al., 2021). Unlike previous reviews, which often lacked methodological
clarity or excluded recent interdisciplinary interventions, this study presents a comprehensive
examination of diverse psychosocial supports including school-based counseling, cognitive
behavioral therapy, and community-driven approaches (Li et al., 2021). By comparing and
contrasting findings from prior systematic reviews and meta-analyses, this article positions itself as
a unique academic contribution, offering a synthesis of current practices and guidance for future
longitudinal, culturally responsive, and interdisciplinary research (Leijten et al., 2018).

These conditions highlight the need for a multidimensional support system involving
individuals, families, schools, communities, and wider service networks to address the mental
health of children and adolescents with special needs. A detailed, systematic review of existing
literature is necessary to understand current approaches, assess their effectiveness, and identify
research gaps. This Systematic Literature Review aims to explore the importance of mental health
for children and adolescents with special needs, highlight effective interventions, and outline steps
toward more inclusive, integrated, and sustainable support systems.

Mental Health

Mental health plays a vital role in overall well-being. As described by the World Health
Organization (WHO), it refers to a condition in which individuals are aware of their capabilities, can
handle daily stressors, perform their responsibilities effectively, and engage positively within their
communities. Poor mental health remains a growing concern that impacts not only individuals but
also broader society (Vigo et al., 2016). An individual’s mental health can be influenced by various
types of relationships (Andersen et al., 2021), including social support (Lakey & Orehek, 2011), as
well as relationships with family, friends, and the community (Andersen et al., 2021). For children
and adolescents, mental health plays a crucial role in shaping behavior, cognitive patterns,
emotional regulation, social skills, and learning processes. Imbalances in these areas may lead to the
emergence of mental health disorders such as anxiety and depression, which are commonly
observed among adolescents (Liu et al., 2024). Adolescence is a critical developmental stage when
mental disorders often first appear (Bitsko et al., 2022; Gao et al., 2024; Hou et al., 2024), and if
unaddressed, these can evolve into prolonged stress or behavioral problems.

Mental health encompasses more than just the absence of psychological disorders; it also
includes the ability to manage stress, build positive relationships, and develop one’s potential
optimally. Quality of life serves as a fundamental aspect of mental health, encompassing satisfaction
with life and overall well-being in physical, social, emotional, and educational contexts (Golubovi¢
& Skrbi¢, 2013).

According to the theory proposed by Ryff (1989) and further developed by C. L. M. Keyes
(2002), mental health consists of three core components: 1) Emotional well-being, which includes
positive feelings about oneself and life—such as happiness, satisfaction, and a sense of hope; 2)
Psychological well-being, which relates to self-actualization, the development of one’s potential,
autonomy, and life purpose; 3) Social well-being, which involves one’s relationship with others and
contributions to society. These three components serve as indicators for assessing an individual's
mental health, including in children and adolescents.

According to McGrath et al. (2024), the mental health of children and adolescents is
influenced by a set of interrelated indicators across three domains: 1) Individual factors, such as
physical activity, self-perception, stress management abilities, self-esteem, and self-efficacy; 2) Social
and community-related factors, including social support, social networks, family relationships, and
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feelings of loneliness; 3) Environmental factors, including physical infrastructure, financial security,
neighborhood safety, and access to healthcare services.

Mental health plays a crucial role in determining one’s quality of life (Rahmani et al., 2022).
Good mental health enables children and adolescents to reach their full potential, while untreated
mental health issues can cause lasting harm. Children and adolescents with special needs face higher
risks due to physical, cognitive, or emotional limitations and environmental challenges linked to
lack of inclusivity. Therefore, a comprehensive understanding of mental health must be linked to
appropriate intervention strategies aimed at supporting their psychosocial well-being. In many
cases, individuals only become aware of their mental health problems and seek help when their
condition has significantly worsened (Elhai et al., 2009; Nour et al., 2009).

Children and Adolescents with Special Needs

Children and adolescents with special needs are defined as individuals who possess specific
conditions requiring additional educational, healthcare, and supportive services to help them reach
their optimal potential. These conditions may be medically diagnosed or not (Mujki¢ & Lovrencic,
2024). As stated in Indonesia’s Law No. 8 of 2016 on Persons with Disabilities, individuals with
special needs are defined as those who have long-term impairments —whether physical, intellectual,
mental, or sensory — that restrict their ability to fully and equally engage in society alongside others..

According to the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health for
Children and Youth (ICF-CY), Children with disabilities face challenges related to bodily functions
or structures, encounter difficulties in carrying out activities, and experience barriers to participating
in social life, all shaped by personal and environmental factors (Yang et al., 2023). The World Health
Organization (WHO) classifies the age range of children and adolescents as between 10 and 24 years
old, a period marked by complex and unique developmental needs (Austin et al., 2024). This group
includes individuals with intellectual and physical disabilities, as well as those with visual or
hearing impairments.

Children and adolescents with special needs exhibit diverse and highly specific requirements
depending on the type and severity of their disabilities. According to Hou et al. (2023), children with
visual impairments are likely to engage in less physical activity, face greater difficulties in social
interaction, and demonstrate lower emotional functioning and academic performance. Studies
indicate that children with intellectual or physical disabilities generally have lower quality of life
and self-concept than their typically developing peers, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Yang et al., 2023). Consequently, individualized interventions and systematic social support are
essential in addressing their psychosocial needs.

In addition to academic and physical challenges, children and adolescents with special needs
also face significant barriers in social and emotional domains. They are often subject to stigma and
marginalization both within service systems and in broader society (Brenner et al., 2018). Persistent
stigma and discrimination can worsen their emotional condition, contributing to low self-esteem,
social anxiety, and social withdrawal. These challenges may manifest in the form of behavioral
problems, prolonged stress, and difficulties in emotional regulation. Therefore, mental health and
social-emotional support for for children requiring special support must be integral to inclusive,
sustainable, and well-structured educational and social service systems.

The environment plays a central role in supporting the development of children and
adolescents with special needs. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) explains that
individuals do not develop in isolation, but rather within interconnected environmental systems.
The microsystem, which includes family and school, represents the child’s immediate surroundings
and has a direct influence on their mental health. The mesosystem, consisting of interactions
between microsystems—such as collaboration between families and schools—also affects
development indirectly. On a broader scale, the exosystem and macrosystem encompass policies,
cultural norms, and societal values that determine access to services and the degree of social
acceptance for children requiring special support. Thus, a comprehensive understanding of the
development of children and adolescents with special needs cannot be separated from the

Jurnal Obsesi : Jurnal Pendidikan Anak Usia Dini, 9(5), 2025 | 1593



Psychosocial Interventions as Mental Health Support for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs

DOI: 10.31004/ obsesi.v9i5.7057

environmental context. Any form of intervention or policy must consider the dynamic interactions
within these systems in order to generate a positive and sustainable impact on their overall well-
being.

Psychosocial Interventions

Psychosocial interventions are approaches designed to enhance the psychological and social
well-being of individuals through a variety of strategies that integrate emotional, behavioral, social,
and environmental aspects. In a study conducted by Ruiz-Robledillo and Moya-Albiol (2015),
cognitive-behavioral interventions were implemented for parents of children with special needs,
particularly those diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). The findings revealed a
significant reduction in somatic symptoms, depression, and psychological burden following the
intervention. This approach highlights that enhancing parents’ coping skills via cognitive-
behavioral strategies can lessen chronic stress and improve family quality of life, positively
impacting the mental health of for children requiring special support .

Another example is the Family Education and Support (FAF) program in Andalusia, Spain,
as studied by Hidalgo et al. (2016). This program emphasizes positive parenting and family
empowerment for those at psychosocial risk. The research found that program success was highly
influenced by implementation strategies such as professional training, organizational support, and
program flexibility tailored to local needs. Factors such as the intensity of the intervention and
participant engagement also contributed to its effectiveness. Thus, psychosocial interventions
function not only as preventive measures but also as restorative actions aimed at recovering the
psychological well-being of children and adolescents in extreme conditions (Sladkova, 2014). Early
psychosocial interventions offer not only immediate benefits for children's well-being but also
significant long-term socio-economic value (Hultkrantz et al., 2017).

Numerous studies show that structured psychosocial interventions tailored to individual
needs have a positive impact on the mental health of children and adolescents with special needs.
Despite the proven effectiveness of various psychosocial intervention models, challenges remain
regarding the sustainability and accessibility of such programs. Therefore, a more systematic and
holistic approach is needed in designing psychosocial interventions for for children requiring special
support, taking into account the involvement of all relevant stakeholders. Psychosocial intervention
is essential for supporting the mental health of for children requiring special support. Adaptive,
evidence-based, and context-sensitive approaches enhance psychological well-being and foster
inclusive, meaningful societal participation.

Method

This study employs a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach to identify, select, and
analyze scholarly articles discussing the importance of mental health support for children and
adolescents with special needs. The identification process was carried out through a literature search
using the Scopus database, assisted by the Watase Uake platform, with the keywords “Children
Adolescents” and “Special Needs.” The initial search yielded a total of 55 articles.

A preliminary screening was then conducted to remove articles that did not meet the
inclusion criteria. This included eliminating articles published outside the 2015-2025 range (n = 16)
and those not published in reputable journals (Q1-Q4 tiers, n = 9). No duplicates or articles without
abstracts were found in this phase, resulting in 30 articles being carried forward for further
screening.

In the screening stage, 18 articles were excluded due to a lack of relevance to the review focus.
A total of 12 articles were deemed potentially eligible and moved to the retrieval stage, although
access to 2 of these articles could not be obtained. The remaining 10 articles were assessed for
eligibility, and all were found to meet the established inclusion criteria. As a result, no articles were
excluded in this phase.

No additional articles were identified through other search methods, as the search process
was confined exclusively to the Scopus database. The limitation to Scopus was a deliberate choice to
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prioritize high-quality, peer-reviewed publications from Q1-Q4 journals, ensuring methodological
rigor and relevance. However, this approach excludes other reputable databases such as PubMed or
Web of Science, which are commonly used in SLRs. Future reviews may consider including these
databases to enhance comprehensiveness. Thus, the final analysis was based on 10 selected articles
that had successfully passed all stages of the SLR process —identification, screening, and eligibility
assessment. Each article was thoroughly analyzed to explore relevant themes such as psychosocial
intervention approaches, mental health challenges, and support strategies for children and
adolescents with special needs. A critical appraisal of the included studies” methodological quality
was conducted using the JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Systematic Reviews. This process
ensured the robustness and reliability of the evidence synthesized in this review.

Furthermore, based on keyword analysis and visualized in graphical form, it was found that
the number of publications related to the topic of mental health in children and adolescents with
special needs has significantly increased in the past three years. The highest number of articles was
published in 2024 (10 articles), followed by 2022 (8 articles) and 2023 (7 articles). In contrast,
publications before 2020 were relatively limited, with an average of only one to two articles per year.
While the visualization of publication trends adds valuable insight, the analysis could be further
enhanced by linking these trends to shifts in research themes or emerging subtopics within the field,
thereby providing a deeper contextual understanding of the evolving academic focus. This trend
highlights the growing academic attention toward mental health issues in this vulnerable
population, reflecting the urgency and relevance of the topic in the current global context. The
distribution of publications is summarized in the following table and graph

Result from Keyword Search

12

]
QIIIIHIIIHIIIIHIIIIIIIHIII

1985 1995 2000 2001 2002 2003 2005 2007 2008 2009 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Graph 1. Graph of Increasing Research Urgency Based on Keywords
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Table 1. Output Watase Uake Tools, based on Prisma 2020

Prisma Reporting: Understanding The Importance Of Mental Health Support For Children And Adolescents With Special Needs
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§ Dgtabase ( Sco} us, D) Record removed for other reasons [Tier
2 pus, Q1,02,03,04] (n=2)
Record without abstract for screening (n=[J)
Record Screened Records excluded
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Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved Ofr?:r SSoSL(l)rﬁs) or retrieval (From
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g (n=gLd) ) Review
= Reports of included studies -0
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Generate From Watase Uake Tools, based on Prisma 2020 Reporting

Result and Discussion

Table 2. Information on the articles included

No Article Title Author Research Methodology Findings
& Year Objective
Impacts of COVID-19  (Dvorsky To examine the Literature The pandemic
on the school etal., impact of the review exacerbated
experience of children  2023) COVID-19 (March 2020 -  educational and
and adolescents with pandemic on the April 2023) service
special educational school experience disparities,
needs and disabilities of children and especially for
adolescents with marginalized
special educational SEND groups.
needs
Well-Being of (Lorthe To assess the well-  Longitudinal ~ Children with
Children and etal., being of children (3 waves) in SHCN continued
Adolescents withand ~ 2025) with and without the to experience a
without Special special health care ~ SEROCoV- decline in well-
Health Care Needs needs (SHCN) KIDS study being even after
Following the Lifting post-pandemic the pandemic.
of Pandemic-Related
Restrictions
Wellbeing of children  (Jaudes To compare the Longitudinal =~ Well-being of
and adolescents with  etal, well-being of (18 months) SHCN children
special health care 2016) children with using CANS  significantly
needs in the child SHCN within the improved while
welfare system child welfare within the child
system welfare system.
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No Article Title Author Research Methodology Findings
& Year Objective

4 Cumulative risk (Oldfield To assess the Multilevel Cumulative risk
effects for the etal, cumulative effects model, has a significant
development of 2015) of multiple risk longitudinal non-linear impact
behaviour difficulties factors on design on behavioral
in children and behavioral difficulties in
adolescents with difficulties among SEND children.
special educational SEND children
needs and disabilities

5 Home care service for ~ (Limaet Toexplore family  Qualitative, Services helped
children/adolescents  al., 2024) perceptions of semi- reduce health
with special health home care services  structured vulnerabilities
care needs: family for children with interviews (15  and strengthened
perception SHCN families) family bonds.

6 Specialized outpatient Engleret To identify specific =~ Mixed- Children require
palliative care for al, 2022  needsin pediatric =~ method interprofessional
children, adolescents, palliative care and  (survey, FGD, coordination,
and their families - formulate observation, family-centered
Findings from the recommendations  interviews) approaches, and
ELSAH Study intensive support.

7 Effects of a SWELE (Lee et To evaluate the Quasi- Improved mood,
program for al., 2020)  impact of the experiment, social skills, and
improving mental SWELE program 16 weeks, reduced anxiety.
wellbeing in children on the mental well- mixed-
and adolescents with being of SEND method
special educational children design
needs

8 The role of animal- (Kovacs  Toreview the Systematic Animal activities
assisted programs in etal., benefits of animal-  review (21 (dogs/horses)
physical health 2024) based programs on  studies) improved
improvement of the physical health physical activity,
children and of children with social interaction,
adolescents with special needs and fine motor
special education skills.
needs

9  High-intensity (Poonet  To evaluate the Systematic HIIT is effective
interval training in al., 2023)  effectiveness of review (13 in improving
children and HIIT on the studies) fitness, body
adolescents with physical and composition,
special educational mental health of mental health,
needs children with SEN and cognition.

10  Well-being in children (Gilléet  To assess the Quantitative ~ 52% of students
and adolescents with ~ al., 2024) relationship survey (N = reported low
hearing/listening between well- 90, Germany)  well-being; high

impairment during
the COVID-19
pandemic

being, stress, and
self-efficacy in
children with
hearing
impairment during
the pandemic

stress lowered
well-being, while
self-efficacy had a
positive role.

Overview of the Mental Health Conditions of Children and Adolescents with Special Needs

Based on the reviewed studies, the mental health condition of children and adolescents with
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sensory impairments and developmental disabilities. Lorthe et al. (2025) further revealed that even
after the pandemic restrictions were lifted, children with complex health care needs continued to
experience psychosocial challenges. These findings are supported by Jaudes et al. (2016), who
reported that children with special needs in the welfare system face higher levels of stress and
functional life challenges. Similarly, Oldfield et al. (2015) found that the accumulation of multiple
risk factors led to more severe behavioral problems among children with Special Educational Needs
and Disabilities (SEND). This aligns with the biopsychosocial model (Engel, 1977), which
emphasizes the interaction between biological vulnerability, psychological functioning, and social
context in determining mental health outcomes.

Interventions or Approaches Proven Effective in Improving Mental Health

Several interventions have been found to significantly support mental health in this
population. One such intervention is the combination of mindfulness and unstructured play,
developed by Lee et al. (2020) through the SWELE program, which conceptually aims to reduce
anxiety and improve social skills. Mindfulness-based programs are particularly effective in
enhancing emotional regulation and reducing stress among youth with developmental disorders
(Kuyken et al., 2013), supporting the framework of social-emotional learning (CASEL, 2020). High-
intensity interval training (HIIT), as studied by Poon et al. (2023), It has also been shown to enhance
physical fitness, body composition, and mental health in children and adolescents with special
needs. From a biopsychosocial perspective, physical activities like HIIT stimulate endorphin release
and improve neurocognitive function (Lubans et al., 2016).

Another effective approach is animal-assisted interventions, reviewed by Kovacs et al. (2024),
which demonstrated that activities such as horseback riding and dog therapy yield significant
physical and mental health benefits. However, studies vary in methodological rigor and duration,
limiting the generalizability of findings. Home care services, as reported by Lima et al. (2024),
provide emotional comfort and enhance family involvement in meeting children's psychosocial
needs. Lastly, pediatric palliative care, as described by Engler et al. (2022), highlights the importance
of multidisciplinary approaches in improving the quality of life for children with complex medical
conditions.

Enabling and Inhibiting Factors in Intervention Implementation

The review of relevant studies revealed several enabling and inhibiting factors affecting the
implementation of mental health interventions. Enabling factors include family involvement and
social support (Lima et al., 2024), school- or community-based programs (Lee et al., 2020; Poon et al.,
2023), and the availability of child-friendly, home-based services (Engler et al., 2022). These findings
resonate with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) which highlights
the role of microsystem and mesosystem interactions in shaping developmental outcomes.

On the other hand, inhibiting factors include disparities in access to services during the
pandemic (Dvorsky et al., 2023), stigma towards children with special needs (Oldfield et al., 2015),
a shortage of qualified professionals and adequate facilities (Kovacs et al., 2024), and administrative
and bureaucratic burdens in pediatric palliative care services (Engler et al., 2022). Furthermore,
systemic inequities and resource limitations remain persistent barriers to implementation, especially
in rural and underserved communities (Masulani-Mwale et al., 2016).

Research Gaps

Several research gaps have been identified in the reviewed literature. One of the main gaps
is the limited number of longitudinal studies, as highlighted by Lorthe et al. (2025), indicating a lack
of long-term data on the mental health of children with Special Health Care Needs (SHCN). Another
gap lies in the lack of local contextual studies, as most research originates from high-income
countries, making it difficult to generalize findings to children and adolescents in developing
countries. This underlines the need for more culturally responsive research approaches (Betancourt
et al., 2013).
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Furthermore, there is a lack of impact evaluation of non-clinical interventions such as SWELE
(Lee et al., 2020), which remains at the protocol stage. Lastly, limited attention has been given to
specific subgroups, such as children with hearing or communication impairments, which remain
underexplored in current research (Gillé et al., 2024). Critically, many reviewed studies relied on
small sample sizes, lacked control groups, or did not assess long-term efficacy raising questions
about internal validity (Kirkham et al., 2010).Comparative thematic synthesis across interventions
suggests that programs integrating physical activity, emotional regulation, and family involvement
tend to show more promising outcomes than single-modality approaches.

Conclusion

This systematic review of ten scholarly articles highlights the heightened vulnerability to
mental health disorders among children requiring special support compared to their typically
developing peers. Factors such as the complexity of medical conditions, difficulties in social
adaptation, communication limitations, and unsupportive environments contribute to the
deterioration of their psychosocial well-being. As a result, various psychosocial interventions are
necessary. Several intervention approaches have been developed in response to these needs,
including mindfulness-based strategies, unstructured play, high-intensity physical activities such as
HIIT, animal-assisted therapy, and home-based care services. These approaches have demonstrated
positive outcomes in enhancing mood, social skills, self-confidence, and in reducing stress and
anxiety among children and adolescents with special needs.

However, the implementation of these interventions continues to face systemic and
structural challenges, including limited services access, shortage of trained professionals, and lack
of integrated collaboration among families, schools, and health systems. These obstacles highlight
the critical need for more inclusive and culturally sensitive mental health frameworks. This review
significantly contributes to the discourse on special needs mental health by synthesizing current
intervention trends and identifying practical implications for multi-sectoral collaboration. In doing
so, it emphasizes the urgency of policy reform and resource allocation to ensure sustainable
psychosocial support systems. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies in low- and
middle-income countries to assess the long-term effectiveness and adaptability of interventions
across diverse sociocultural settings. Future policies should promote accessible, scalable, and
contextually relevant community-based interventions. Advancing these efforts will help
stakeholders governments, educators, healthcare providers, and families create a strong mental
health support system that empowers children and adolescents with special needs to thrive and fully
participate in society.
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