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Selected Article Summaries
Higher incidence of psychosis in refugees as compared to the host population or non-refugee
immigrants
Dapunt, J., Kluge, U., & Heinz, A. (2017). Risk of psychosis in refugees: A literature review. Translational Psychiatry,
7(6), e1149. https://doi.org/10.1038/tp.2017.119
Summary by: Eden Almasude, Volunteer with The Center for Victims of Torture
Study Details
In the current refugee crisis, the sharp increase of forced displacements has led to record numbers of asylum and
refugee applications in many European countries. Germany, for example, had the highest immigration since 1950,
with high numbers of asylum seekers and Syrian refugees. Meeting the mental health needs of these populations is
increasingly important. Previous reviews found up to a 300% higher risk of psychosis in immigrants as compared to
the host population. This increased risk is not explained by higher incidence of psychosis in migrants’ countries of
origin, suggesting that the factors leading to migration or the migration process itself impacts the risk of psychosis.
The goal of this article was to review studies of the incidence of psychotic disorders in refugees as compared to the
host population.
Study Methods
Researchers did a systematic search in literature databases for articles on the incidence or prevalence of psychosis
and refugees, using ICD-10 classifications as diagnostic criteria. The host population or non-refugee migrants were
the comparison cohort. Publications in the last 10 years, in English, German, Italian, and French were included.
Three articles met these criteria, all of which were retrospective cohort studies.
Study Findings
In all studies, individuals with refugee status were found to have higher incidence of psychotic disorders. One
article found a two-fold increased incidence of non-affective psychosis as compared to non-refugee immigrants,
while another study identified a slightly higher risk of psychosis in refugees that was not statistically significant.
Within refugee populations, men were found to have a higher risk of psychotic disorder diagnosis as compared to
women. In Sweden, refugee men had a four-fold increased risk of psychosis as compared to the host population.
There was no clear evidence that region of origin influenced rates of psychosis.
Conclusion
This literature review found higher risks of psychotic disorders in refugee populations, particularly among men.
This is in line with previous meta-analyses and large population-based studies. However, this study is limited by the
small number of articles meeting inclusion criteria. Another issue is that there are different ideas and
presentations of psychotic disorders between cultures, as well as potential bias in diagnosis.
Contributing factors to an increased risk of psychosis among refugees are wide-ranging. Pre-migration experiences
– trauma, persecution, and the fragmentation of social structures – and post-migration experiences – poverty,
discrimination, and uncertain legal status – likely contribute. The results of this study highlight a need for mental
health screening and treatment among refugees that includes psychotic symptoms and evidence-based
interventions that improve mental health outcomes.
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Afghan refugee explanatory models of depression: Exploring core cultural beliefs and gender
variations
Alemi, Q., Weller, S. C., Montgomery, S., & James, S. (2017); Medical Anthropology Quarterly, 31(2),
177–197.
Summary by: Frank Hennick, volunteer at the Center for Victims of Torture
Study details
According to the authors, medical anthropology has overlooked the experience of Afghan refugees. What’s more,
an empirical understanding of depression among refugees has been deficient. Dr. Qais Alemi and his team hope
that insights from this preliminary, qualitative study of Afghan refugees help address these gaps and set the
foundation for further in-depth, quantitative evaluations.
Study Sample and Method
Dr. Alemi and his team performed their study in 2012, with the help of 93 Afghan refugee respondents in the San
Diego area. All had left Afghanistan for the U.S. under some form of duress. Participants included 43 women and
50 men, who ranged in age from 21 to 85 years (mean=44.8). The research consisted of two distinct stages:
qualitative interviews of the research participants followed by structured questionnaires. The first stage informed
the second, as the initial qualitative interviews were used to produce the organized questionnaire.
These preliminary qualitative interviews identified patterns and prominent themes in the way respondents
thought of depression and its causes, symptoms, and treatments. In these interviews, the team aimed to get a
sense of three things:




Whether there was a single, shared cultural notion of depression among the interviewees.
Whether and how such a notion might vary between women and men.
And how other demographics and experiences could influence such variations.

Responses given in the interviews were the basis for a structured survey of 73 “yes-no” questions; 21 of these
were on depression’s causes, 31 on its symptoms, and 21 on treatments. The results of the questionnaires would
offer the research team a way to answer the above questions.
Study Findings
The paper identifies several revealing differences between women and men. Women, for instance, cited twice as
many symptoms of depression as men. The authors argue that this large discrepancy is due to the greater levels
distress endured by women in Afghan society, and this often stems from the intense responsibilities of
motherhood. Male participants, on the other hand, expressed belief that men were at greater risk for depression
than women.
Men and women alike acknowledged mildly traumatic events, difficulties with new languages, children leaving
home, loneliness, loss of culture, anxiety about the future, and chronic health concerns to be frequent causes of
depression. Notably, participants of both genders often turned to culturally unique expressions to describe
depressive symptoms, such as “asabi,” roughly meaning “distress” or and “ghamgeen,” roughly meaning
“sadness.” Moreover, the paper notes that men and women generally agreed as to how best to treat depression:
psychiatry, antidepressants, and prayer. Given previously documented stigmas surrounding mental health care, Dr.
Alemi and his team were surprised by the willingness of men and women to cite the utility of antidepressants and
psychiatry.
By and large, the results demonstrated that Afghan men and women have similar understandings of depression,
including shared idiomatic phrases and beliefs surrounding causes and cures. The authors suggest that this
indicates a conceptualization of depression that is cohesive and broadly shared throughout the whole of Afghan
culture—one that draws on “core cultural values” and common identity.
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Limitations and Conclusions
At the time of the study, the research team had no access to a truly representative sample of San Diego’s Afghan
community. The study thus relied on snowball sampling to find participants: prominent figures in the community
(e.g., imams) referred mosque members to Dr. Alemi and his team, and community social hubs (e.g., mosques and
cafes) functioned as important points of recruitment. The article is thus mindful of possible selection bias.
The article builds on and affirms the need for future studies of “idioms of distress” within their sociopolitical
contexts. Culturally-specific vocabularies and manners of expression ought to be carefully considered when
evaluating the ways a given population conceives of mental illness. The authors hope that their research and the
culturally-specific knowledge it offers can be used for future interventions and treatments of depression within the
Afghan community.

Selected Article Citations by Topic
Children/Youth
Amone-P Olak, K., & Ovuga, E. (2017). The influence of types of war experiences on conduct problems in waraffected youth in Northern Ugandan: Findings from the WAYS study. Psychiatry Research, 251, 14–19.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2017.01.092 [abstract]
Betancourt, T. S., Newnham, E. A., Birman, D., Lee, R., Ellis, B. H., & Layne, C. M. (2017). Comparing trauma
exposure, mental health needs, and service utilization across clinical samples of refugee, immigrant, and U.S.origin children. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 30(3), 209–218. https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.22186 [abstract]
Brown, F. L., de Graaff, A. M., Annan, J., & Betancourt, T. S. (2017). Annual Research Review: Breaking cycles of
violence - a systematic review and common practice elements analysis of psychosocial interventions for children
and youth affected by armed conflict. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, and Allied Disciplines, 58(4), 507–
524. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12671 [abstract]
Calam, R. (2017). Public health implications and risks for children and families resettled after exposure to armed
conflict and displacement. Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 45(3), 209–211.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1403494816675776 [abstract]
Gadeberg, A. K., Montgomery, E., Frederiksen, H. W., & Norredam, M. (2017). Assessing trauma and mental health
in refugee children and youth: A systematic review of validated screening and measurement tools. European
Journal of Public Health, 27(3), 439–446. https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/ckx034 [abstract]
Gill, P. J., Saunders, N., Gandhi, S., Gonzalez, A., Kurdyak, P., Vigod, S., & Guttmann, A. (2017). Emergency
Department as a first contact for mental health problems in children and youth. Journal of the American Academy
of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 56(6), 475–482.e4. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2017.03.012 [Full Text]
[abstract]
Haroz, E. E., Jordans, M., de Jong, J., Gross, A., Bass, J., & Tol, W. (2017). Measuring hope among children affected
by armed conflict: Cross-cultural construct validity of the Children’s Hope Scale. Assessment, 24(4), 528–539.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1073191115612924 [abstract]
Kalagy, T., Braun-Lewensohn, O., & Abu-Kaf, S. (2017). Youth from fundamentalist societies: What are their
attitudes toward war and peace and their relations with anxiety reactions? Journal of Religion and Health, 56(3),
1064–1080. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-017-0358-4 [abstract]
Koen, N., Brittain, K., Donald, K. A., Barnett, W., Koopowitz, S., Maré, K., … Stein, D. J. (2017). Maternal
posttraumatic stress disorder and infant developmental outcomes in a South African birth cohort study.
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Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice and Policy, 9(3), 292–300. https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000234
[abstract]
Saltzman, L. Y., Solomyak, L., & Pat-Horenczyk, R. (2017). Addressing the needs of children and youth in the context
of war and terrorism: The technological frontier. Current Psychiatry Reports, 19(6), 30.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-017-0786-6 [abstract]
Serneels, G., Villanueva O’Driscoll, J., Imeraj, L., Vanfraussen, K., & Lampo, A. (2017). An intervention supporting
the mental health of children with a refugee background. Issues in Mental Health Nursing, 38(4), 327–336.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01612840.2017.1285969 [abstract]
Stark, L., Asghar, K., Yu, G., Bora, C., Baysa, A. A., & Falb, K. L. (2017). Prevalence and associated risk factors of
violence against conflict-affected female adolescents: A multi-country, cross-sectional study. Journal of Global
Health, 7(1), 010416. https://doi.org/10.7189/jogh.07.010416 [Full Text] [abstract]
Stark, L., Sommer, M., Davis, K., Asghar, K., Assazenew Baysa, A., Abdela, G., … Falb, K. (2017). Disclosure bias for
group versus individual reporting of violence amongst conflict-affected adolescent girls in DRC and Ethiopia. PloS
One, 12(4), e0174741. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0174741 [Full Text] [abstract]
Stough, L. M., Ducy, E. M., & Kang, D. (2017). Addressing the needs of children with disabilities experiencing
disaster or terrorism. Current Psychiatry Reports, 19(4), 24. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-017-0776-8 [abstract]

Health/Well-being
Abebe, D. S., Lien, L., & Elstad, J. I. (2017). Immigrants’ utilization of specialist mental healthcare according to age,
country of origin, and migration history: A nation-wide register study in Norway. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric
Epidemiology, 52(6), 679–687. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-017-1381-1 [abstract]
Alemi, Q., Weller, S. C., Montgomery, S., & James, S. (2017). Afghan refugee explanatory models of depression:
Exploring core cultural beliefs and gender variations. Medical Anthropology Quarterly, 31(2), 177–197.
https://doi.org/10.1111/maq.12296 [abstract]
Anagnostopoulos, D. C., Giannakopoulos, G., & Christodoulou, N. G. (2017). The synergy of the refugee crisis and
the financial crisis in Greece: Impact on mental health. The International Journal of Social Psychiatry, 63(4), 352–
358. https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764017700444 [abstract]
Ben-Zeev, D., Fathy, C., Jonathan, G., Abuharb, B., Brian, R. M., Kesbeh, L., & Abdelkader, S. (2017). mHealth for
mental health in the Middle East: Need, technology use, and readiness among Palestinians in the West Bank. Asian
Journal of Psychiatry, 27, 1–4. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2017.02.010 [abstract]
Browne, D. T., Kumar, A., Puente-Duran, S., Georgiades, K., Leckie, G., & Jenkins, J. (2017). Emotional problems
among recent immigrants and parenting status: Findings from a national longitudinal study of immigrants in
Canada. PloS One, 12(4), e0175023. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175023 [Full Text] [abstract]
Chase, L. E., Cleveland, J., Beatson, J., & Rousseau, C. (2017). The gap between entitlement and access to
healthcare: An analysis of “candidacy” in the help-seeking trajectories of asylum seekers in Montreal. Social
Science & Medicine (1982), 182, 52–59. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.03.038 [abstract]
Chase, L., & Sapkota, R. P. (2017). “In our community, a friend is a psychologist”: An ethnographic study of informal
care in two Bhutanese refugee communities. Transcultural Psychiatry, 54(3), 400–422.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363461517703023 [abstract]
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Additional Relevant Resources




Dignity (The Danish Institute Against Torture) provides a database that allows you to search for a wider
range of articles, books, and other publications on the topic of torture
(http://www.reindex.org/RCT/rss/Portal.php).
IRCT (International Rehabilitation Council for Torture Victims) provides free access to their journal,
TORTURE Journal (http://www.irct.org/media-and-resources/library/torture-journal.aspx).

This bibliography is made possible by the generous support of the American people through the United States
Agency for International Development (USAID). The contents are the responsibility of CVT and do not necessarily
reflect the views of USAID or the United States Government.
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