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The Mental Health Impacts of Trauma on Refugee Youth and Therapeutic Interventions 
Promoting Resilience 

 

Introduction 

 

The nature of war has changed so that children are no longer innocent bystanders. The 



   
 

overview of the grievous conditions in pre-migration refugee camps, the incidence of Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and developmental implications of psychological distress. 

The resettlement issues of acculturation including cultural bereavement and acculturative stress, 

and factors of resilience will be explored. Various therapeutic interventions used to promote 

resilience in refugee young people, incorporate the well-being of the entire family, and enhance 

community re-building will be highlighted as means through which to begin healing and 

reconciling the past. In order to gain a compre



   
 

Background 1.0: Methodology 

 

This paper was written as a background piece for the national conference on refugee 

resettlement, Hopes Fulfilled or Dreams shattered? From Resettlement to Settlement: 

Responding to the needs of New and Emerging Communities, jointly hosted by the Centre for 

Refugee Research, UNSW and the Australian National Committee on Refugee Women 

(ANCORW) and supported by a broad range of refugee service providers and community 

organizations. The conference outcomes will be documented and the papers, panels and 

workshop reports will be amalgamated into a thorough report with recommendations for policy 

makers and service providers, both in Australia and overseas (Centre for Refugee Research 

2005). 

 

The primary method for gathering relevant data was an extensive review of available literature. I 

chose to focus solely on the gathering of information and data available in journals, United 

Nations docum





   
 

 

Background 2.0: Literature Review 

 



   
 

There is a body of literature addressing the adverse effects of refugee camp settings on children 

and youth (Save the Children 1996, WHO 1996, UN 2005, Mehraby 2005, Sims et al 2000, 

Fazell and Stein 2002, Pynoos et al 2001, Harrell-Bond 2000, UNHCR 1994 and WCRWC 

2004). Much of this data, however, does not differentiate between younger children and 

adolescents. The breadth of information is focused on children while the special developmental 

needs of youth are often neglected. However, issues of forced soldiering, lack of education and 

training opportunities and particular vulnerabilities and frustrations of young people are 

identified (UN 2005, Harrell-Bond 2000, Pynoos et al 2001, WHO 1996) 

 

One of the controversies indicated in the literature was the question and validity of labeling 

adolescent and children refugees with a rigid, clinical diagnosis and pathology of symptoms 

rather than as natural, innate reactions to extreme stress and trauma. It is suggested to develop a 

more holistic and culturally sensitive way of addressing these issues of mental health and 

psychopathology (Brough et al 2003, Ortiz 2001, WHO 1996, Save the Children 2005). The 

impact and implications of cultural bereavement on refugee communities is addressed although 

not with specific reference to its affect on young people (Eisenhruch 1991, Langer cited in 

Brough et al 2003).  

 

There is an array of literature on the process of resettlement and the mental health implications 

for refugees and asylum seekers. UNHCR (2004) provides guidelines to governments and 

service providers with recommendations aimed at facilitating and minimizing the detrimental 

impact of stress and anxiety in resettlement (Bruce 2003, UNHCR 1994, UNHCR 2004). Van 

der Veer (1998) outlines a three-stage process of resettlement and the effects of culture shock on 

refugee communities. Acculturation and the associated consequence of acculturative stress was 

addressed in different research findings. The congruency between cultures and the host country’s 

reception of the newly arrived as a determinant of the variation and severity of anxiety and 

depression in resettlement was highlighted (Brough et al 2003, Bruce 2003, Mitar 2005, 

Nwadoria and McAdoo 1996, Berry (1970) cited in Nwadoria and McAdoo 1996). 

 

The youth experience in resettlement was only briefly touched upon in terms of intergenerational 

stress and conflict of identity development (van der Veer 1998, Mehraby 2005, Low and Nguyen 

1997, Brough et al 2003, UNHCR 1994, Save the Children 2005). The unique needs of 

9 



   
 

unaccompanied minors was addressed in many studies, but the scope of this paper did not allow 

for an in depth discussion of this particularly vulnerable group (UN 2005, van der Veer 1998, 

Thom



   
 

STARTTS 2002). Although a range of psychological approaches were considered, there was a 

paucity of research which specifically addressed the particular therapeutic concerns of refugee 

youth. A strategic framework and research data for the therapists and counselors when working 

with refugee youth is minimal with the majority of data gathered through personal reports and 

observations of common behaviors (Kinzie and Engdahl 2001). There also seemed to be a lack of 

substantive information on traditional healing practices with regard to mental health issues of 

refugee communities especially upon resettlement. WHO outlines some of the customs and 

rituals in its field manual on mental health of refugees (1996). 

 

While much work is being done, there still needs to be more research on the long term effects of 

trauma, psychological distress, cultural bereavement, acculturative stress, the influence of culture 

pre- and post-migration and the various methods of effective therapeutic interventions 

specifically catered to refugee young people. 
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with refugee status (UNHCHR 



   
 

in resettlement. War, trauma and uprooting leaves families broken, scarred and, at times, 

permanently destroyed which debilitates parents’ or primary caregivers’ capacity for securing 

their children’s rights or attending to their needs16 (Tuitt 2000). However, the CRC does 

emphasize that governments’ need to support parents and families through providing the basic 

material needs, services and family support programs17.  

 

Rights to health, education and to an adequate standard of living are known as "progressive 

rights18" because they are meant to advance along with the economic development of the State 

(UNHCR 1994, UNICEF 2005). However, these social welfare rights should not be considered 

simple abstract principles. As they are rights deemed by international law, the prohibition against 

discrimination, in Article 2, obliges States to bestow the same benefits to all children, including 

those who are refugees on its territory, equally and without prejudice (UNHCR 1994). This issue 

as well as the government’s responsibility to adequate service provision is particularly salient 

when considering the Australian policies of detention and varying visa classes assigned to 
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UNHCR’s “Policies and Procedures in Dealing with Unaccompanied Children Seeking 

Asylum,” established in February 1997, delineate the decisive steps states should take to 

implement structured, comprehensive protection and assistance to unaccompanied minors19 

(UNHCR 1997, WCRWC 1998). The Guidelines affirm the principles of child care and 

protection as articulated in the CRC as the standard for the rights of all children, including those 

who are refugees, moreover, they designate specific human rights violations against children 

warranting asylum protection. Amongst these are bonded labor, forced military conscription, 

rape and sexual assault, FGM, prostitution, and the deprivation of basic nutritional and medical 

needs20 (UNHCR 1997, WCRWC 1998). Articles 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (1976), article 28 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and 

Millennium Development Goal 221 recognize children’s right to education which is often denied 

in refugee camps and in detention centers upon resettlement (UNHCR 1976, UNHCHR 1989, 

UN 1990)  

 

In an unprecedented move, in 1999, the Security Council adopted a resolution, Resolution 1261, 

regarding children and armed conflict with specific concern for forced military recruitment of 

child soldiers (UN 1999, Tuitt 2000). The General Assembly on May 25, 2000, in an Optional 
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oppression in their own homelands to seek legitimate refuge in Australia (Cemplyn and 

Briskman 2003). 

 

3.4.1 Varying Visa Classes and Policies 

 

Many refugees who arrive in Australia are referred from UNHCR under the Humanitarian 

Program which will allow them to receive a permanent resident visa. Others come with a valid 

entry visa and apply for asylum once they arrive in Australia. They are given ‘Bridging” visas to 

allow them to remain in the country while their paperwork is reviewed and processed. Those 

refugees who flee their homeland, stay in a second country for over a week, and arrive in 

Australia without proper documentation are placed in mandatory detention. Once their status as a 

refugee is determined they are issues a ‘Temporary Protection’ Visa (TPV)24 (Goode 2002).  

 

3.4.2 Temporary Protection Visa Policies 

 

On the 20 October 1999, the Minister for Immigration and Multicultural Affairs introduced the 

Temporary Protection Visa25 as one of a range of measures aiming to deter asylum seekers 

arriving without authorization. Under this system, asylum seekers who have been successful in 

their applications for refugee status in Australia will no longer be allowed permanent residence 
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are these discriminatory practices a violation of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees, Article 31



   
 

community. Under the nascent program, families will live in the community although still report 

to the Immigration Department regularly (Minister for Immigration 2005, ABC 2005). Funded 

by DIMA and in partnership with NGOs and the Australian Red Cross, housing, living expenses, 

and case management, will be provided for the families (ChilOut 2005). The placement of 

refugee families in community settings help reduce the risk factors in their lives so that youth 

begin to build resilience, establish peer support, feel a sense of belonging and gain dignity and 

respect (Chauvin 2003). 
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of social protection collapse and there are often high levels of violence, substance abuse, child 

prostitution, increased HIV infec





   
 

inconsistent care and external support of aid workers, and often live in impoverished conditions 

with few leisure activities to keep them engaged (UNHCR 1994, Save the Children 2005). Many 

children and adolescents suffer from the adverse effects of extended refugee camps, particularly 

those who have been born in camps and have spent their entire lives there, and may have 

difficulty adapting when they finally leave the camps (UNHCR 1994) 

 

4.1.5 Recommendations  

 

Many of these complicated issues and mental health outcomes often are unresolved in refugee 

camps due to lack of resources and trained personnel available to address the overwhelming 

needs (WHO 1996, Save the Children 1996). There are not many programs that address 

psychosocial well being among the refugees children and youth in the camps and the few 

projects that do exist are only able to serve a small number of children. All though not addressing 

the mental health problems specifically, schools, play groups and organized activities can 

provide the physical and emotional structure and cognitive engagement that can help the refugee 

children to begin to resolve the trauma (Save the Children 1996, WHO 1996). Focusing on basic 

needs and prevention of further harm reinforces resilience. Salient factors in fostering well-being 

include a sense of safety and security, re-building trust in others, promoting familiar routines and 

normalcy, planning and participating in activities, establishing caring relationships with adult 

caregivers, enhancing self-esteem, and help in the development of a sense of identity (Save the 

Children 1996, UNHCR 1994).  
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Findings 5.0: Consequences of Trauma on Refugee Young People 

What the eye sees, the heart never forgets. 
-Malawian Proverb 

 

Refugee children and youth have had to deal with a myriad of traumatic experiences and human 

rights violations while they are going through their own cognitive, emotional, social and physical 

development. The initiatory experiences and upheaval may influence their mental and emotional 

wellbeing as the impact of risk factors is cumulative; the more trauma to which they are exposed, 

the greater the incidence of psychological distress (Pynoos et al 2001, Pittaway et al 2001, 

Raman and Goldfeld 2003). The impact of trauma is not limited to those who suffer it directly, 

children and adolescents are affected by the responses of others in their family, community, and 

peer group35 (Rothe et al 2002, Sims et al 2000, UNHCR 1994, Ortiz 2001). This section will 

discuss the detrimental health, emotional, developmental, and social consequences of prolonged 

trauma that affect refugee young people and their future if these needs are not addressed (Sims et 
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Among the characteristic symptomology of PTSD are:  

 

Symptomology of PTSD 

• sleep disturbances brought on by fears 
of the dark, nightmares and bed 
wetting;  

• vivid flashbacks and repetitive, 
intrusive thoughts about a traumatic 
event, frightful omens;   

• somatization37/physical symptoms such 
as stomach and head aches and loss of 
appetite;  

• withdrawal and reluctance to connect 
with others;  

• elective mutism;  
• separation anxiety, not letting the 

parents out of sight, fear of 
abandonment;  

• difficulty concentrating with memory 
problems in mastering new and 
remembering old skills; 

• exaggerated fears and worry including a 
sense of pessimism about the future;  

• hypervigilance with an acute awareness 
to possible dangers in their new 
environment;  

• •



   
 

developing brain of children and adolescents (van deer Veer 1998 p. 153, Rama



   
 

Often children who seem obstinate and noncompliant actually have neurophysiological problems 

including compromised control over their reactions which would hinder their ability to regulate 

their impulses, aggression, and emotions (Southwick and Friedman 2001). These maladaptive 

coping behaviors may be automatic responses to perceived danger or threat as many refugee 

youth have been accustomed to pervasive suffering, rejection, fear, and unfulfilled hopes as a 

way of life (Sims et al 2000). As this population is particularly vulnerable, those working with 

youth from a refugee background, such as teachers, counselors, youth workers and community 

agencies, should be aware of these intersecting and complex forces and exercise a large degree of 

sensitivity and compassion in their practice. 

 

5.2.2 Cognitive Impacts 

 

In addition to the complex biological implications, emotional, cognitive, and moral development 

is hampered as the result of trauma. Damaging experiences and extreme suffering adversely 

impacts young people’s self-perceptions and the expectations of others (Fazell and Stein 2002). 

For example, adolescent cognitive development may be impeded, especially with regard to 

insight and awareness into social constructs. Refugee youth are less able than other adolescents 

to view themselves and social interactions objectively and have more difficulty recognizing 

contradictory motives within themselves and others. This might cause themej98.rs 4.41946 Tm
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The traditional mental health model tends to focus on the more scientific aspects of trauma and 

experiences of refugees assigning western-type symptoms such as PTSD and a plethora of 

anxiety disorders to what are often natural responses and visceral coping strategies to dire 

conditions. There has been increased discussion 



   
 

product of some diseased mind. There is 







   
 

Acculturative stress can occur throughout the acculturation48 process of adjusting and can be 

manifested in a multitude of ways. Some of the comm



   
 

past and the context of their current situation (Bruce 2003, Brough et al 2003). For some, the 

experience will be welcome as they fluidly join society as a new member, for others it will be 

more frightening often riddled with an amalgam of issues of acculturative stress50.  

 

6.4 Recommendations – Discussion 

 

Brough et al argue that while it is important to have an awareness of they way refugee youth and 

communities adapt to a new culture, from a broader public health perspective, it is also crucial to 

acknowledge the value of adapting the environments into which refugees are settling to help 

support and facilitate their transition (2003). Within this framework, opportunities should be 

created to grant refugees the ability to work, participate in training or educational programs and 

promote a participatory model of re-building community and healing. Moreover, allowing 

communities to take an active role in their recovery re-establishes their sense of dignity and 

purpose (Mollica and McDonald 2000, UNHCR 1994).  

                                                 
50 Acculturation occurs on a continuum depending on each individual, his or her history, culture, and the support 
networks surrounding him/her. Adaptation, or integration describes the process when refugees maintain their 
cultural identity, are involved with social networks with those from their own home country and are also able to 
integrate into the host community creating a bi-cultural lifestyle. Partial adaptation is characterized by the selective 
assimilation in their new environment, absorbing some aspects of the culture while rejecting others. Over-
adjustment, or over-assimilation, exists when the norms and values of host society are assumed completely while the 
cultural traditions of origin are rejected. Lastly, de-culturation is when refugees strike out against the new way of 
life, have feelings of identity confusion and become alienated from both their own culture and that of the larger 
society (van der Veer 1998, Nwadoria and McAdoo 1996).  
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period of displacement before settling in Australian and explained, “The depression that I had is 

because how I feel about the gap in my education… I found it difficult to cope with that and it 

effected my educational progress” (Sudanese refugee youth cited in Brough et al 2003).  

 

Language barriers, foreign systems of schooling, and different ways of teaching and thinking 

about problems create challenges for refugee youth in their new educational environment. Many 

of the young people develop good verbal and English language skills, but have considerable 

knowledge gaps in subjects such as math, science, or world history. As adult caregivers and older 

siblings may not be able to offer much academic support if they, too, have had limited language 







   
 

(Adapted from Chauvin 2003



   
 

Discussion 9.0: Therapeutic Recommendations for Healing  

 

The significant problem







   
 

and trust as primary components in the initial stage of treatment. Apprehension and mistrust can 

be protective and intuitive responses to trauma. Refugee young people who have consistently 

experienced violence often feel a profound loss of trust in people. Youth may often test the 

counselor’s credibility and sincerity (van der Veer 1998, Denham 2002, Turner 2000, Mehraby 

2005). Compassion and relationship building will help renew the capacity and willingness to 

have confidence in others again and encourage long-term resilience (Save the Children 1996). 

 

With sensitivity to cultural expressions of psychological distress, it is salient to honor the young 

people’s account of the past and their beliefs about what occurred. Within this process, the 

unique meanings the trauma symbolizes to the youth are uncovered, pointing out and linking 

how they are currently reflected in the present (Turner 2000, STARTTS 2002). Through this 

process, it is hoped that refugee youth and survivors of trauma may feel released from their 

feelings of guilt and self blame, and understand that their symptoms might be common responses 

to the extreme situations in which they were placed (STARTTS 2002). 

 

The awareness raising processes that began in the initial phases of establishing trust and rapport 

are then explored more deeply in the ensuing stages of therapy. According to Herman (1992), 

specific clinical intervention methodologies are used to delve into these traumatic events and 

experiences (cited in Turner 2000) and Santini (1989) expands her therapeutic process into three 

more detailed phases58. Within this intermediate stage of processing and beginning to heal, it is a 

time of remembrance and mourning, consistent with the cultural expectations of the survivor and 

guided by the needs and capacity of the individual (Denham 2002). The final stage according to 

these frameworks is the process of (re-) integration, re-connection and restoration (van der Veer 

1998, Turner 2000, Mehraby 2005). During this time, the past is revisited and emotions are 

reconnected in a way that allows the individual to move on an express the feelings more 

productively in the present (van der Veer 1998).  

 

 

 

 
                                                 
58 These include cathartic release of emotion, analyzing the traumatic experiences and their consequences on current 
behaviors, and addressing attitudes and behavior in a social context with family, the work environment or with 
friends (cited in van der Veer 1998). 
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9.4 Important Role of the Family 

 

In working with refugee youth, integrating the family is a critical component. Often parents have 

feelings of powerlessness when they are unable to protect their children from danger and they 

might become overprotective of their adolescents’ lives. This exertion of control may disrupt the 

normal developmental stage of individuating from the family and could elicit resentment or 

tension between family members (Ortiz 2001, Refugee Resettlement Advisory Council 2002).  

 

Many parents do not wish to discuss incidents of the past and the burden often rests on the 

children to bear the familial grief (Ortiz 2001). Transgenerational trauma may also pass from 

parents to children causing youth to assume responsibility for the parental depression, anxiety, 

and bereavement (Low and Nguyen 1997, Brough et al 2003). One young refugee woman from 

the former Yugoslavia shared, 

The major problem I had (and still have) is living and dealing with my 
mother’s disorder (PTSD)… This makes it difficult to cope, because I attend 
school, trying to get things done around the house to make it easier for her. 
However, it is not that easy: it is very stressful to see her almost destroy 
herself (cited in Brough et al 2003). 

 

The process of recovery and healing is one for the entire family. Encouraging the family to 

reconnect with their past, and begin talking about their experiences might increase understanding 

about the trauma. New communication strategies within the family can be explored as well as 

skill building in re-establishing trust, breaking through isolation, being supportive of each other 

and coping with the new stressors in resettlement. It is hoped that all the members will gain a 

more lucid perspective of the reasons why problems arise will be less apt to bl12 0 0 12 71.9998dTj
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Discussion 10.0: Therapeutic Interventions 

 

It takes two to speak the truth. One to speak, and another to hear. 
-Henry David Thoreau 

 

This section will discuss a few of the wide range of therapeutic approaches to promoting 

resilience and healing for refugee young people. As was previously highlighted, there are an 

array of techniques, philosophies and models to mental health counseling. Some approaches that 

have been efficacious when working with youth survivors in particular include art therapy, 

traditional healing practices, and a community development model of intervention. While more 

research needs to be done on complimentary styles of therapy specific for refugee youth, this 

paper takes a cursory glance at some of the multi-faceted approaches. The section concludes with 

a brief discussion of issues that might affect therapists or service providers who are working with 

refugee young people.  

 

10.1 Art Therapy 

 

Therapeutic approaches using the arts can provide a supportive, structured, and creative 

environment for the processing of emotions and feelings, identifying strengths and assets, and 

exploring issues related to identity, communication, relationships, past trauma and worries about 

the future. According to Coming Up Taller59, 

The artistic experience entails repetition of actions, thoughts or emotions, 
over which the adolescent gains increased tolerance or mastery.  While 
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In this regard, aspects of the youth’s past may be explored that may have been too difficult to 

discuss in session. Rothe et al explain that through drawing or art the young refugee is able to 

reestablish conscious awareness, develop a more structured view of the trauma and thereby 

promote their ego strength and identity (2002). Many times refugee young people, especially 

girls under the guidance of elder women, respond to the loss of their culture by embracing 

traditional crafts and artifacts such as needlework, painting, weaving, working with clay, or dress 

making (Denham 2003). The dual purpose of re-connecting with their past and expressing loss 

and unity within their community is served. 

 

Music is another form of art therapy which has proven to be effective in treating and working 

with refugee youth and communities both on its own or adjunct to other treatment modalities. As 

music therapy is powerful but non-threatening, it is particularly felicitous for young people who 

have been resistant to other forms of therapy. Research60 indicates that music and singing have 
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depression, countertransference,62 ambivalence towards or over identification with c





   
 

Resilience will prevail when, despite horrendous circumstances, children and youth develop into 

well functioning, engaged members of society (Raman and Goldfeld 2003). This paper touched 

upon on many of these complex and penetrant issues but there needs to be more extensive 

research on providing comprehensive programs catered to promoting resilience and negotiating 

the interplay between the complex factors affecting refugee young people’s lives. As Suzuki 

Roshi articulates, “To realize that things are one is a very sympathetic understanding. But how to 

treat things one by one, each in a different way, with full care – that, I think, is your practice” 

(cited in Chavis 2005).  Integrating culturally appropriate therapeutic interventions, engaging the 

entire fam



   
 

Appendix I 
 
Diagnostic criteria for 309.81 Posttraumatic Stress Disorder 
 
 A. The person has been exposed to a traumatic event in which both of the following were 
present:  
 
 (1) the person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event or events that involved 
actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or others  
 (2) the person's response involved intense fear, helplessness, or horror.  Note:  In children, this 
may be expressed instead by disorganized or agitated behavior  
 
 B. The traumatic event is persistently reexperienced in one (or more) of the following ways:  
 
 (1) recurrent and intrusive distressing recollections of the event, including images, thoughts, or 
perceptions.  Note: In young children, repetitive play may occur in which themes or aspects of 
the trauma are expressed



   
 

 
 E. Duration of the disturbance (symptoms in Criteria B, C, and D) is more than 1 month.  
 
 F. The disturbance causes clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or 
other important areas of functioning.  
 
 Specify if:  
 
 Acute: if duration of symptoms is less than 3 months  
 Chronic: if duration of symptoms is 3 months or more  
 
 Specify if:  
 
 With Delayed Onset: if onset of symptoms is at least 6 months after the stressor 
 
 
Reprinted with from The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition, 
Text Revision.  2000 American Psychiatric Association 
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Appendix II 

 

Detention Centers – Brief Review of Policy 

 

The lamentable conditions in detention centers, with little regard for nurturing the positive 

development of youth and children, became clear in 2002, the Regional Advisor for UN High 

Commissioner for Human Rights Honorable Justice Bhagwati, visited The Woomera Housing 

Project as a part of the Woomera Immigration, Reception and Processing Centre in South 

Australia65. In his report, he described his experience at the Australian detention center where he: 

 
“Saw young boys and girls, who instead of breathing the fresh air of 



  



   
 

development,’ and (Raman and Goldfeld 2003). There are increased demands on service 

providers while funding and resource allocation has been diminished (Cemlyn and Briskman 

2003). 

 

Recent Developments 

Australian policies regarding children in detention has changed, however.68 After increased 

pressure from advocacy groups, NGOs, professional organizations and lawmakers, on the 29th of 

July 2005, the Minister for Immigration, Amanda Vanstone, announced that all families with 

children69 who had been in detention had been moved into residences in the community. Under 

the nascent program, families will live in the community, but still report to the Immigration 

Department regularly (Minister of Immigration 2005, ABC 2005). Funded by DIMA and in 

partnership with NGOs and the Australian Red Cross, housing, living expenses, and case 

management, will be provided for the families (ChilOut 2005). The placement of refugee 

families in community settings help reduce the risk factors in their lives so that youth begin to 

build resilience, establish peer support, feel a sense of belonging and gain dignity and respect 

(Chauvin 2003). 

 

In 2002, the National Project for State and Territory Settlem
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