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The refugee journey, mental health, 
and resilience
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PAST ENVIRONMENT: pre 
migration

• Conflict
• Physical violence
• Sexual Violence
• Torture
• Witnessing killing and 

torture of loved ones
• Imprisonment
• Endemic disease
• Ongoing threats to safety 

and safety of loved ones 
• Loss and bereavement
• Poverty
• Food insecurity
• Poor living conditions
• Limited health care

PAST ENVIRONMENT: 
during migration

• Physical violence
• Sexual Violence
• Ongoing threats to safety
• Separation from family
• Poverty
• Travel through multiple 

countries
• Dangerous and transitional 

living conditions
• Uncertainty about future
• Limited health care
• Detention

PRESENT ENVIRONMENT: 
post migration

• Threats to safety of loved 
ones in home country

• Exploitation
• Loss of family and culture
• Social exclusion
• Poverty
• Loss of identity, status, 

education/occupation
• Homelessness, poor housing
• Unknown social and cultural 

environment with foreign 
language

• Racism and discrimination
• Uncertainty about future
• Poor access to health and 

social care
• Detention
• Immigration insecurity
• Protracted legal processes
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PHYSICAL HEALTH

Unmanaged chronic health 
conditions

Untreated disease i.e. tuberculosis
Weakened immune system

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM)
Gynaecological issues 

Dental problems
Injuries and disabilities from 

traumas
Somatisation of psychological 

problems

MENTAL HEALTH

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
Depression

Anxiety disorders
Grief reaction

Psychosexual issues
Sleeping problems

Eating issues
Survivor guilt
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Unaccompanied Minors – Additional 
Factors

Trauma and 
complex and 

migration 
journeys at 
important 

stages 
psychological 
development 

High risk of exploitation

Delayed 
physical 

growth and 
development

Lack of emotional 
protection, support 
and security from 

family and caregivers 

Impact of 
trauma on 

trust in 
ability of 
adults to 
care for 

them

Separation from 
family - may have 
greater impact on 
mental health of 

children than acts of 
war (Betancourt & 

Khan, 2008)

Delayed 
cognitive, 
emotional 
and social 

development

The spectrum of refugee experience

Adjustment

when refugees try to adjust to a new life in the receiving country

Survival
When refugees are safe from danger but live in temporary accommodation and uncertainty

Devastating Events
The phase of actual persecution/violence and flight from adversity

Anticipation
When people sense the impending danger and try to decide how to avoid it
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Stressors of Resettlement

Resettlement is life changing: Opportunities and 
Loss:
 Loss of community and social network 
 Loss of important life projects 
 Concerns about economic survival 
 Loss of meaningful structure and activity 
 Loss of meaningful social roles 
 Loss of power and control over life

Strength and Resilience in resettlement

 Survival, resistance and dignity 

 Resilience: 
Traumatic growth 
Functioning while suffering 
Fluctuating sx in response to stress

 Sources of strength, resilience and support 
Personal, relational, cultural, spiritual 
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Effects of Overwhelming Change

Stress can affect all areas of life:
 Psychological distress and dysfunction 
 Physical symptoms 
 Changed behaviour 
 Problems in relationship 

 Normal responses to stress VS serious distress & 
dysfunction 

Effects of Overwhelming Change

Emotional
 Worry, anger/irritability, sadness, tearfulness, 

helplessness, hopelessness, indecisiveness, 
worthlessness, guilt 

Cognitive
 Problems with concentration, attention, memory, 

disorientation 
Physical: 
 Fatigue, headache, muscle tension, GI difficulties, 

appetite, aches and pains, blurred vision 
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Effects of Overwhelming Change

Behavioural: 
 Reduced energy/activity, hyperactivity, substance use, 

difficulty planning and following through on tasks, 
sleep problems, increased/ decreased appetite

Relational: 
 Lack of emotion, arguments and conflict, over-

dependence on others for decisions and support

Effects of Overwhelming Change - Children

 Age and developmental stage at migration 
 Disruption of education 
 Multiple separations from caregivers
 Attachment disruptions
Observed symptoms: 
 Separation anxiety, bedwetting, repetitive play 
 Agitation, difficulty with attention and concentration 
 Anger, irritability, aggression 
 Withdrawal, inhibited behaviour 
Parenting: 
 Overprotective or authoritarian
 Reactions to trauma and change
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Mental health presentations

Frequently experienced symptoms or disorders: 

 Depression 
 Anxiety 
 Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
 Problematic substance use 
 Suicide Risk 

Less Commonly observed: 
 Psychosis 
 Obsessive-compulsive disorder 


