
 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260482766 Volume 8, Issue 4, July-August 2026 1 

 

International Wars in the 21st Century: Impact 

on Health, Education, and Social Life of 

Children 
 

Dr. Pradeep B S 
 

Professor, Department of Social Work, Davangere University, India. 

 

Abstract 

While the geopolitical landscape of the 21st century is characterized by technological advancement and 

global interconnectedness, it is simultaneously marred by protracted, highly destructive international and 

asymmetric conflicts. Children, though politically blameless, bear the most profound, compounding 

burdens of modern warfare. This paper examines the tripartite crisis forced upon children in 21st-century 

war zones: the deterioration of physical and psychological health, the systemic collapse of educational 

infrastructure, and the fragmentation of social life and development. Through a scoping review of 

contemporary conflicts—including those in Ukraine, the Gaza Strip, Syria, and Sudan—this study 

highlights how modern warfare systematically violates the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child. The article concludes with a framework for integrated international humanitarian intervention, 

emphasizing that the costs of contemporary wars are paid in the currency of a stolen generation. 
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1. Introduction 

The nature of warfare has shifted dramatically in the 21st century. Classic interstate battlefields have given 

way to urbanized warfare, asymmetric conflicts, and high-tech bombardments where civilian 

infrastructures are increasingly compromised. According to data from UNICEF and international 

monitoring bodies, more than 470 million children—nearly 1 in 6 globally—now live in high-intensity 

conflict zones. 

Traditional humanitarian models often categorize war casualties purely by direct physical trauma. 

However, modern warfare acts as a multidimensional systemic shock. When a bomb falls on an urban 

centre, it does not merely threaten life; it obliterates the local clinic, collapses the school system, and tears 

apart the familial network. This paper analyses how the intersection of health, education, and social 

development determines the long-term trajectory of children exposed to contemporary international wars. 

 

2. The Impact on Child Health: Invisible Scars and Broken Bodies 

2.1 Physical Health, Malnutrition, and Systemic Collapse 

Modern urban warfare targets or inadvertently destroys critical civilian infrastructure, leading to a total 

breakdown of public health systems. 
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 Destruction of Medical Infrastructure: In active conflict zones like Gaza and Ukraine, hundreds of 

healthcare facilities have been damaged or rendered non-functional. 

 The Deadly Nexus of Malnutrition and Disease: Conflict disrupts agricultural supply chains and 

blocks humanitarian access, leading to severe acute malnutrition (SAM). Immunization programs 

invariably collapse; consequently, preventable diseases like polio, measles, and cholera re-emerge in 

refugee camps and besieged cities. 

 Blast Injuries and Long-term Disability: The widespread use of explosive weapons in populated 

areas has left thousands of children with complex blast injuries, amputations, and permanent 

disabilities. Paediatric rehabilitative care is virtually non-existent in active war zones. 

2.2 The Psychological Toll: Toxic Stress and PTSD 

The mental health crisis among children in 21st-century conflicts is unprecedented. Prolonged exposure 

to shelling, displacement, and the death of loved ones induces a state of "toxic stress," which permanently 

alters neurodevelopment. 

Data Insight: International agencies estimate that over 1.5 million children affected by the war in Ukraine 

alone are at high risk of developing deep-seated depression, severe anxiety, and Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD), frequently manifesting in somatic symptoms like speech defects, insomnia, and night 

terrors. 

 

3. The Eradication of Education: Classrooms Turned to Rubble 

Education acts as the primary psychological anchor for a child, providing structure, safety, and a pathway 

to a stable future. Modern warfare, however, treats education as collateral damage—and occasionally, an 

explicit target. 

3.1 Structural Destruction and School Deprivation 

The scale of educational disruption in the 21st century is vast: 

 Infrastructure Loss: Schools are routinely bombed, shelled, or requisitioned as military barracks and 

internally displaced persons (IDP) shelters. 

 The "Out-of-School" Crisis: Globally, over 52 million children in conflict zones are entirely out of 

school. For millions of children in places like Syria, Sudan, and Gaza, warfare has effectively erased 

multiple consecutive academic years. 

3.2 Digital Learning Obstacles and the Inequality Gap 

While the 21st century has introduced digital learning platforms, deploying them in war zones remains 

highly unequal. Displaced children face severe electricity shortages, internet blackouts, and a lack of 

hardware. Even when digital learning spaces are established by NGOs, they cannot fully replicate the 

socio-emotional development found in physical, face-to-face schooling. 

 

4. The Erosion of Social Life and Familial Fragmentation 

The social fabric surrounding a child is comprised of family, peer groups, and community institutions. 

War systematically deconstructs this protective ecosystem. 
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Dimension of 

Social Impact 

Primary Manifestation in Conflict 

Zones 
Long-Term Development Consequence 

Familial 

Breakdown 

Separation from parents due to 

death, conscription, or chaotic 

displacement. 

Loss of primary attachment figures, 

leading to attachment disorders and 

early emotional withdrawal. 

Economic 

Vulnerability 

Total loss of family income; 

skyrocketing poverty rates in war 

zones. 

Rise in child labor, exploitation, and 

early/forced marriage as a survival 

mechanism for destitute families. 

Peer Isolation 

Constant uprooting, relocation to 

IDP/refugee camps, and lack of 

safe public play spaces. 

Emotional numbness, desensitization to 

violence, social withdrawal, and loss of 

basic interpersonal trust. 

 

4.1 Exploitation and Grave Violations 

In the vacuum left by collapsed legal and social structures, children face direct threats to their autonomy. 

The 21st century continues to witness grave violations, including the forced recruitment of child soldiers 

by irregular armed groups and increased vulnerability to human trafficking. 

 

5. Discussion and Policy Frameworks 

The findings demonstrate that the impacts of war on children are not isolated variables; they are deeply 

interconnected. A malnourished child cannot learn; an uneducated youth is highly vulnerable to social 

exploitation; a socially isolated child experiences worsened mental health outcomes. 

To mitigate this multi-generational catastrophe, the international community must pivot away from siloed 

aid models and adopt an Integrated Child Security Framework (ICSF): 

 Enforcement of International Humanitarian Law (IHL): Stricter punitive measures for states and 

non-state actors targeting schools, hospitals, and water infrastructure under the Safe Schools 

Declaration. 

 Immediate Psychosocial Integration: Mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) must be 

funded as a primary, frontline humanitarian response—on par with clean water and food. 

 Continuous Education Corridors: Treating education as a non-negotiable emergency service by 

setting up immediate, localized, mobile learning centres inside refugee and IDP camps. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The 21st century possesses the intellectual and material resources to protect its youth, yet contemporary 

international wars continue to inflict catastrophic harm on children. The destruction of their health, the 

denial of their education, and the dismantling of their social spheres do not merely damage the present—

they compromise the future architecture of global peace. Rebuilding a post-conflict society requires 

recognizing that true recovery begins with restoring the stolen childhoods of its youngest citizens. 

 

 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260482766 Volume 8, Issue 4, July-August 2026 4 

 

References: 

1. UNICEF. (2024). Not the New Normal: Children in Conflict and the Escalation of Rights Violations. 

New York: United Nations Children's Fund. 

2. Save the Children. (2023). Surviving is Just the Beginning: The Impact of Conflict on Children's 

Mental Health. London: Save the Children International. 

3. World Health Organization. (2025). Healthcare Under Attack: Annual Report on Attacks on Structural 

Health Infrastructure. Geneva: WHO 

4. Bürgin, D., Anagnostopoulos, D., Doyle, M., Eliez, S., Fegert, J., Fuentes, J., Hebebrand, J., Hillegers, 

M., Karwautz, A., Kiss, E., Kotsis, K., Pejovic-Milovancevic, M., Räberg Christensen, A. M., 

Raynaud, J. P., Crommen, S., Çetin, F. Ç., Boricevic, V. M., Kehoe, L., Radobuljac, M. D., Schepker, 

R., Vermeiren, R., Haтaлья, З., & Vitiello, B. (2022). Impact of war and forced displacement on 

children’s mental health—multilevel, needs-oriented, and trauma-informed approaches. European 

Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 31(6), 845–853. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-022-01974-z 

5. Cameron, N. (2023). Child growth and armed conflict. Annals of Human Biology, 50(1), 301–307. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03014460.2023.2224059 

6. Frounfelker, R. L., Islam, N., Falcone, J., Farrar, J., Ra, C., Antonaccio, C. M., Enelamah, N., & 

Betancourt, T. S. (2019). Living through war: Mental health of children and youth in conflict-affected 

areas. International Review of the Red Cross, 101(911), 481–506. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s181638312000017x 

7. Oberg, C., Hodges, H. R., & Masten, A. (2022). Cascading consequences of armed conflict and famine 

on child health: A time for peace. BMJ Paediatrics Open, 6(1), e001608. 

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjpo-2022-001608 

 

http://www.ijfmr.com/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-022-01974-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/03014460.2023.2224059
https://www.google.com/search?q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1017%2Fs181638312000017x
https://www.google.com/search?q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1136%2Fbmjpo-2022-001608

