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Abstract

Background: In recent years there has been a progressive rise in the number of asylum seekers and refugees
displaced from their country of origin, with significant social, economic, public health and mental health
implications. The aim of this study is to (1) describe the level of psychological distress and frequency of psychiatric
disorders in a sample of male asylum seekers and refugees across different ethnic groups resettled in Italy; (2)
establish whether the number of traumatic events experienced before, during and after the migration process is
associated with level of psychological distress and depressive symptoms.

Methods: In two large Italian catchment areas, over a period of 1 year a consecutive series of male asylum seekers
and refugees, aged 18 or above and included in the Italian protection system, were screened for psychological
distress and psychiatric disorders using validated questionnaires.

Results: During the study period, 252 male asylum seekers or refugees were recruited. More than one-third of the
participants (34.5%) showed clinically relevant psychological distress, and one-fourth (22.2%), met the criteria for a
psychiatric diagnosis, mainly Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and depressive disorders. The number of traumatic
events turned out to be a risk factor for both clinically relevant psychological distress and depressive disorders.
Receiving good social support emerged as a protective factor, while migrants with unclear status were at higher
risk of psychological distress than those holding or awaiting a permission.

Discussion: In an unselected sample of male asylum seekers and refugees, after around 1 year of resettlement in
Iltaly, the frequency of psychological distress and psychiatric disorders was substantial and clinically relevant. The
association between traumatic events, especially post-migration problems, and mental health conditions suggests
the need of developing services to assist refugees and asylum seekers to address the multi-faceted problems they
experience, such as social support in host country, legal problems concerning permit status and asylum procedure,
and family reunification, as well as addressing trauma and mental health issues.
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Background
In recent years there has been a progressive rise in the
number of asylum seekers and refugees displaced from
their country of origin and hosted in high income coun-
tries, with significant social, economic, humanitarian and
public health implications [1, 2]. Of particular concern is
the mental health of this population. As compared with
the general population, asylum seekers and refugees ex-
perience higher rates of psychological distress and mental
health disorders, including depression, anxiety, somato-
form disorders, disorders specifically related to stress and
severe mental disorders [3, 4]. Although a recent umbrella
review of epidemiological studies highlighted substantial
variability in prevalence rates, depression and anxiety were
at least as frequent as post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), accounting for up to 40% of asylum seekers and
refugees [5]. As most studies were on post-traumatic
stress disorder, the review called for more studies on de-
pression, anxiety and other mental health conditions.
High rates of psychological distress and mental health
disorders may be related to exposure to traumatic events
in the country of origin and during the migration
process. After displacement, post-migration stressors,
such as resettlement, perceived stigma, discrimination,
social insecurity and uncertainty about the future, may
represent additional risk factors for the development of
psychological distress and mental health conditions [6,
7]. Overall, the number of trauma events may represent
a key factor. Georgiadou and colleagues [8], in a sample
of Syrian refugees resettled in Germany, showed that
severe PTSD symptoms were associated with higher
number of traumatic events, and similar findings were
found by Tinghog and colleagues [9] among Syrian ref-
ugees resettled in Sweden. In a sample of women across
several ethnic groups resettled in Australia, Schweitzer
and colleagues [10] showed that higher numbers of
traumatic events and post-migration living difficulties
predicted higher depression and somatic symptoms. At
the moment evidence on this association exists for
Syrian refugees or women across different ethnic
groups. As men and women may be exposed to differ-
ent trauma experiences with gender-specific character-
istics, and may also react differently to similar stressors,
it remains uncertain whether this association holds true
for populations of male refugees across different ethnic
groups [11]. Against this background, the current study
sought to (1) describe the level of psychological distress
and frequency of mental health conditions in a sample
of male asylum seekers and refugees across different
ethnic groups resettled in Italy; (2) establish whether
the number of traumatic events experienced before,
during and after the migration process is associated
with the levels of psychological distress and depressive
symptoms.
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Methods

The methods employed in this study were described in
our previous study [12] and are briefly reported. In this
observational study, we followed the STROBE guidelines.

Study setting and participant enrolment

In Italy, the protection system for asylum seekers and
refugees (SPRAR system) was established by Law No
189/2002 and is made up of a network of local institu-
tions that implement reception projects for asylum
seekers. Local institutions, in cooperation with voluntary
sector organisations, undertake integrated reception in-
terventions that include food, housing, legal and social
guidance and support, access to health care services, and
the development of individual programmes to promote
socioeconomic inclusion and integration.

Participants were recruited in Verona among asylum
seekers and refugees seeking legal support from the Italian
Council of Refugees of Verona, and in Rome among asy-
lum seekers and refugees seeking health care support
(routine screening of infectious diseases) from the Day
Service of Migration Medicine of the Umberto I Univer-
sity Hospital in Rome. Both settings are organized to pro-
vide care to male refugees only. In both settings, during a
12-month recruitment period, asylum seekers and refu-
gees seeking support were consecutively offered to partici-
pate. Participants aged 18 or older were included if they
gave informed written consent. No formal exclusion cri-
teria were applied. Before being enrolled in the study, par-
ticipants were informed about the nature and scope of the
study in a form understandable to them. Participants were
advised that their decision about participation would have
no impact on their visa status or their family’s visa status.
This ensured that participation was completely voluntary
and prevented biased responding — either exaggerating or
minimising problems in the belief that this may help them
obtain a permanent visa. Subsequent assessment inter-
views were arranged to best suit the participant — either
immediately, at their next scheduled face-to-face appoint-
ment, or at a separate face-to-face appointment. When
required, cultural mediators were involved during the
interview process, supporting the participants in difficul-
ties related to language or in helping the researchers to
conduct the interviews in a culturally appropriate manner.
Participants with mental disorders or clinically significant
symptoms were offered referrals to community mental
health services as appropriate. Some participants of the
present study were also included in our previous study
[12]. In this study recruitment was conducted in two dif-
ferent Italian areas to get a more representative sample.
Moreover, the analysis on this sample are different from
previous work, focusing on trauma events, the relationship
between traumatic events and psychological distress, de-
pressive symptoms and PTSD, and gender impact.
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The study was conducted in compliance with the
Helsinki Declaration and received Ethics Committee ap-
provals from the University of Verona and the Sapienza
University of Rome.

Training of the cultural-linguistic mediators
Cultural-linguistic mediators involved in the project
were specifically trained in working with asylum seekers.
The training course was offered by the project staff to
ensure clear communication among all actors dealing
with persons who left their country of origin and for-
mally applied for asylum in another country. Focus was
placed on interview techniques, instruments and differ-
ent types of interviews, so that cultural-linguistic media-
tors were skilled in all settings and were able to
adequately assist the interdisciplinary team in detecting
psychological needs and assisting the persons in a cul-
turally appropriate manner. All cultural-linguistic media-
tors followed a code of conduct, complying with the
principles of linguistic accuracy and neutrality, impartial-
ity, confidentiality, demeanour, and avoiding activities
that might lead to a conflict of interests. Cultural media-
tors were briefed on the aims of the study, study proce-
dures, and ethical obligations (e.g. confidentiality, right
to refuse to answer questions) and were required to for-
mally declare that they have truthfully and faithfully
translated the explanation of the research project to the
best of their skills and ability.

Assessment tools

Socio-demographic and clinical characteristics, including
age, country of birth, social background, religion, pre-
migration factors, migration history and post-migration
factors were collected using an ad-hoc form. Perceived
social support in the host country was rated during the
interview on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from very
poor to very good. The Life Events Checklist (LEC) was
used to assess exposure to potentially traumatic events
on a 5-point nominal scale. The Life Events Checklist
was developed at the National Center for Posttraumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) concurrently with the Clinician
Administered PTSD Scale (CAPS) to facilitate the diag-
nosis of PTSD [13]. In order to ascertain the presence
and severity of psychological distress the General Health
Questionnaire-12 items (GHQ-12) was used. The GHQ-
12 is a self-report questionnaire which assesses the situ-
ation over the past few weeks and is used for identifying
individuals with general psychological distress and to
screen for common mental disorders. The items are
scored on a 4-point severity scale ranging from 1 to 4.
We used the recommended and more usual scoring (0—
0-1-1) [14] and created an overall score by summing
the scores of all 12 items, with higher scores indicating
worse conditions. A cut-off of 4 or more points was
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considered as an indication of psychological distress.
Study participants scoring positive to the GHQ-12 (>4)
were further assessed for the presence of a psychiatric
diagnosis using the MINI-International Neuropsychiatric
Interview (ML.LN.L), a brief structured interview for the
major Axis I psychiatric disorders in DSM-IV and ICD-
10. Validation and reliability studies have been done
comparing the M.LN.L. to the Structured Clinical Inter-
view- Patient version (SCID-P) and the Composite Inter-
national Diagnostic Interview (CIDI). The results of
these studies show that the M.LN.L has acceptably high
validation and reliability scores, but can be administered
in a much shorter period of time than the above refer-
enced instruments [15]. In addition, study participants
scoring positive to the GHQ-12 were also assessed for
the presence of clinically relevant depressive symptoms
using the Hamilton Rating Scale for Depression (HRSD),
a clinician-administered depression assessment scale de-
signed for adults, aimed at rating severity of depression.
With HRSD total score, a four-group variable was cre-
ated: “no depressive symptoms” for scores up to 7, “mild
depressive symptoms” for scores between 8 and 17,
“moderate depressive symptoms” for scores between 18
and 24 and “severe depressive symptoms” for scores of
25 or more [16]. The different variables of the scale are
measured either on five-point or three-point scales and
the total score for the patient is obtained by summing
the scores of variables.

Statistical analysis

Means and standard deviations (in case of continuous
variables) and absolute numbers and percentages (in
case of categorical variables) were calculated for socio-
demographic characteristics (age, sex, marital status,
having at least one child, years of education and educa-
tional level, country of origin, religion), pre-migration
characteristics (occupational status, reason for migration,
family agreement for migration, living status), migration
characteristics (time from departure to first visit, route
of arrival, detention or not, level of social support), post-
migration characteristics (length of stay in Italy at the
time of first visit and legal status) and clinical character-
istics (number of traumatic events as measured by LEC,
psychological distress as measured by GHQ-12, psycho-
logical diagnosis as measured by M.LN.L, both as a percent-
age of the total sample and of those with psychological
distress only). Confidence intervals were calculated for the
percentage of migrants with psychological distress and,
among those, for the percentage of those with a psychiatric
diagnosis.

As first step, the percentage of people with psycho-
logical distress was calculated for asylum seekers and
refugees with respectively a low (2 or 3), median (4 or 5)
or high (at least 6) number of traumatic events, as
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measured by the LEC scale, together with its confidence
interval. Test of linear trend of log-odds was performed.
The existence of a monotonic trend between LEC
(grouped as above) and the HRSD score was investigated
through the Jonckheere-Terpstra test [17]. Moreover,
the association of LEC with GHQ and HRSD was
assessed also by using them as interval-level variables,
through calculation of Spearman’s correlation.

As second step psychological distress (GHQ-12) and
presence of a diagnosis as measured by M.LN.L. were
used as dependent variables in a sequential logit model
[17], i.e. a logit regression was performed on presence of
psychological distress as measured by GHQ-12 and,
among those scoring positive, a further logit regression
was implemented, having presence of a M.ILN.I. diagno-
sis as outcome. Furthermore, severity of depression
(HRSD) was used as dependent variable in a regression.
Given the skewness to the right of such variable, we
used its squared-root transformation as an outcome in
order to have approximately normally distributed regres-
sion residuals. The following independent variables were
used in the regression analyses: number of traumatic
events (as measured by the LEC scale), educational level
(dichotomized as “At least High School” vs “At most
Junior High School”), reason for migration (“Terroristic
threat” vs “Other”), presence of good social support
(“Yes” in case the choice in a 5-point Likert scale was
“Good” or “Very good”, “No” otherwise), permit to stay
in the country (“Denied”, “Granted or awaiting” and
“Unclear”), marital status (“Married or cohabiting” vs
“Other”), age at the first visit and time from departure to
first visit (expressed in years, as continuous variables),
citizenship (divided into three groups: “Africa”,
“Pakistan” and “Other”). In both models, the global sig-
nificance of regressions was assessed first, before analyz-
ing each predictor separately.

We performed two sensitivity analyses. First, the GHQ
logistic regression was repeated using the Verona sample
only. Then, we considered the Hamilton score as a four-
group variable in ordinal logit model.

Results
Socio-demographic characteristics
During the study period, 252 male asylum seekers or
refugees were invited to participate. All participants
agreed to be involved. Table 1 summarizes the socio-
demographic and clinical characteristics of the sample.
The mean age of participants was 29 years. Almost half
of the participants were Pakistani citizens (48%), and
slightly more than one third were African citizens. Most
participants were of Muslim religion (83%).

Around one fourth had a partner, and around half re-
ceived primary or lower secondary education, with 9% of
study participants holding a University degree.
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In terms of pre-migration characteristics, Table 1 re-
ports data related to occupational status, living conditions
and reasons for migration. With respect to migration
characteristics, 43% arrived through the Balkan route, 37%
had undergone detention, and 68% deemed the social sup-
port received during migration as good or very good.
Looking at post-migration characteristics, the mean time
after departure was around 3 years and the mean length of
stay in Italy at first visit was 14.1 months. A total of 42%
of migrants had their request of permit to stay in Italy
rejected (Table 1).

Clinical characteristics

Participants experienced a mean number of 4.8 (SD 2.7)
traumatic events as measured by LEC (Table 2). The
most frequent reported traumatic events were physical
assault, captivity and severe human suffering. In terms
of psychological distress, a total of 87 (34.5, 95% CI 28.7
to 40.7%) asylum seekers and refugees turned out to
have clinically relevant symptoms; of these, 56 (64.4,
95% CI 53.4 to 74.4%) met the M.LN.L criteria for a psy-
chiatric diagnosis, accounting for 22.2% of the whole
sample. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and
mood disorder were the most frequent diagnoses, ac-
counting for 26 and 24% of those with clinically relevant
psychological distress, respectively (Table 2). Table 2
also shows the proportion of participants with clinically
relevant psychological distress with mild, moderate and
severe depressive symptoms, respectively. The popula-
tions recruited in Rome and Verona were similar in
terms of psychological distress, as shown by the propor-
tion of asylum seekers and refugees with clinically rele-
vant symptoms (35% in Verona vs 32% in Rome).

Univariate association between psychological distress and
LEC

The distribution of asylum seekers with clinically signifi-
cant psychological distress by number of traumatic
events, represented in Fig. 1, highlighted a significant
positive association (chi-square 9.50, p-value 0.002 for
the trend test). Similarly, a positive association between
depressive symptoms and number of traumatic events
was highlighted (Jonckheere-Terpstra test, 2.722, p-value
0.006) (Fig. 1). Such results were confirmed by Spear-
man’s correlation on interval-level variables, with num-
ber of traumatic events positively associated with both
the GHQ (rho =0.148, p-value 0.019) and the HRSD
(rho = 0.389, p-value < 0.001) scores.

Regression analyses

Factors associated with psychological distress and de-
pression are reported in Table 3. The sequential logit re-
gression turned out to be globally statistically significant
(p-value 0.002); looking at single regressions, significance
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Table 1 Socio-demographic and migration characteristics of the

included participants (N = 252)
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Table 1 Socio-demographic and migration characteristics of the
included participants (N = 252) (Continued)

Variable n % or mean (SD) Variable n % or mean (SD)
Socio-demographic characteristics Time after departures, years (mean, SD) 33(3.2)

Age, years (mean, SD) 28.7 (7.3) Route of arrival

Sex, male 252 1000 Balkan 108 429

Marital status Easter Mediterranean 27 107

Married 65 258 African Mediterranean 83 329

Single/other 187 742 Other 34 135
Having children Post-Migration characteristics

Yes 65 260 Detention during migration 88 374

No 185 740 Length of stay in Italy, months (mean, SD) 14.1 (22.9)
Education, years (mean, SD) 8.0 (5.1) Legal status
Education level Subsidiary permission 30 119

llliterate 45 180 Humanitarian permission 35 139

Primary School/ junior high school 122 488 Refugee status 44 175

High School 60 240 Rejected request 106 421

University degree and above 23 92 Dublin Convention 8 32
Country of Origin Awaiting 17 67

Pakistan 121 480 Unknown data 12 48

Africa 87 345 Social support

other 44 175 At least good 171 679
Religion Fair 61 242

Muslim 201 827 At most poor 20 79

Other 42 173

Pre- Migration characteristics was retained by the regression on GHQ-12 (p-value
Occupational status 0.003), while not on presence of a M.LN.I. diagnosis (p-

Unemployed 34139 value 0.507). The regression on HRSD was significant as

Employed 199 812 well (p-value <0.001). Thus, results on single predictors

Students 1 49 were only analysed for the GHQ-12 and HRSD outcomes.
Reason for migration Lookir.lg at each regression separate}y, the number of

traumatic events turned out to be a risk factor for both

Terroristic threats 60 238 GHQ-12 and HRSD. A good social support emerged as

Family/Community problems 47 187 a protective factor towards GHQ-12, while migrants

Political problems 31123 with unclear status were at higher risk of psychological

Religious problems 17 67 distress than those holding or awaiting a permission.

Other threats 37 147 A‘s for the‘ HRDS, having a‘ country of or‘igin Qutside

Other 5 s) Africa and dlfferent from Pakistan was, ceteris paribus, a

strong protective factor.

Unknown data 47 187 Results of the sensitivity analyses (shown in Additional
Family’s agreement for departure 172 720 file) confirmed our findings in terms of statistical signifi-
Living conditions cance and direction of results, both in the case of the re-

Alone 1 48 gression to predict psychological distress by using the

With partner (+/—children) s 230 Verona sit'e only (Additional fi%e, Tabl? 1), and m the

_ case of using HRSD as an ordinal variable (Additional

With parents 143 57.7 file, Table 2).

Other 36 145

Migration characteristics

Discussion
The present study documented high rates of psycho-
logical distress and mental disorders amongst male
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Table 2 Clinical characteristics in the total sample (n =245) and These results expand previous findings that were lim-
in the sample of people with psychological distress (n = 87) ited to women or Syrian populations of asylum seekers
Variable n % or mean (SD) and refugees [7-9]. As compared with women, men may
Traumatic events (LEC scale) be exposed to different trauma experiences, such as see-

ing someone being tortured by soldiers or having been
imprisoned [18], and may also react differently to similar
stressors. Similarly, there might be differences across dif-

Mean number of traumatic events 250 48 (2.7)

Psychological Distress

- iti - > .
(GHQ12 positive, cut off: 24) 8 45 ferent ethnic groups [19]. Our results would suggest that
Mean 252 28(25) even though the type and psychological impact of trau-
Diagnosis (M..N.. on GHQ-12 positive, n = 87) matic events could be different between men and
No diagnosis 31 356 women of different background [10], their association
Mood disorders 5 241 with psychological distress, PTSD and depression
A seemed to be similar.
Anxiety 6 6.9 . . .
Our previous study [12] suggested that pre-migration,
PTSD 23 264 . . . . .
migration and post migration stressors and traumatic
Other 6 6.9 experiences are common in all individuals fleeing con-
Depressive symptoms severity (HDRS on GHQ-12 positive, n =877 flict or persecution, leaving their countries because their
No depressive symptoms 37 440 life and freedom are at risk. The present study identified
Mild depressive symptoms 37 440 a significant dose effect of traumatic experiences on
. mental health in recently resettled men across different
Moderate depressive symptoms 7 83 R
backgrounds, whereby greater exposure to traumatic ex-
Severe depressive symptoms 3 36

periences was associated with higher severity of psychi-
Abbrewatlons: SD Standard-dewa.tlon, LEC Llfg Events Chieckllst, GHQ-12 1?— _ atric symptoms, including PTSD. Further research could
item General Health Questionnaire, M.LN.I. Mini International Neuropsychiatric

Interview; Hamilton Rating Scale for Depression (HRSD) eXPIOI‘e pOSSible heterogeneity in such findings across
*missing data for 3 ethnical groups and other sociodemographic variables.
In terms of time since trauma exposure, we found a
asylum seekers and refugees recently resettled in Italy. positive association between psychological distress and
About one-third showed clinically relevant psychological  mental disorders and pre-migration stressors [7], mean-
distress and one-fourth met the criteria for a psychiatric  ing that traumatic events experienced several months
diagnosis, most often PTSD. Additionally, the number of  before resettlement still impact the psychological status
traumatic events was found to be a risk factor for psy- of individuals. This might be related to the characteris-
chological distress and depressive symptoms. tics of the traumatic events experienced by individuals,
that include for example witnessing or receiving physical

g GHQ/LEC and HRSD/LEC relationship
g : <
2 p—
12}
© % N
5 = o
‘g @
5 @ g
<o | 1 o
28 )
8.0 o
oY [
=8 z
(o) J
o™
g2
=
0O H
e T T T
& 2-3 4.5 6+
LEC_group
I GHQ estimate ——— GHQ confidence interval
—&— HRSD estimate 1 HRSD confidence interval
Fig. 1 Psychological distress (percentage of GHQ positive) and depressive symptoms (average HRDS score) in relation with number of traumatic
life events (LEC groups).GHQ: General Health Questionnaire; LEC: Life Events Checklist; HRDS: Hamilton Rating Scale for Depression
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Table 3 Factors associated with psychological distress (GHQ-12 positive) in the total sample and with depression (HRSD score) in

the sample of people with psychological distress

Explanatory variable

Psychological distress

Severity of Depression

N =245 N =82
Odds Ratio 95% Cl Coef. 95% Cl
Educational level (at least high school level) 1510 (0829t 02.751) 0137 (=0.195 to 0.469)
Social support (good or very good vs other) 0.409 (0.225 to 0.744) —-0.082 (—0.419 to 0.254)
Permit to stay in ltaly
granted vs denied 0.564 (0.309 to 1.028) 0212 (=0.137 to 0.560)
unclear vs denied 2428 (0.649 to 9.085) 0.292 (-0.369 to 0.953)
Age (years) 1.039 (0.989 to 1.091) 0.007 (=0.019 to 0.033)
Marital status (married or cohabitant vs single) 0.781 (0.375 to 1.630) -0.268 (—0.679; 0.144)
Time after departure (years) 0919 (0.826 to 1.023) —0.042 (=0.107 to 0.024)
Country of origin:
Pakistan vs Africa 2.081 (0.967 to 4.479) -0.078 (—0.486 to 0.331)
Other vs Africa 1.586 (0.621 to 4.049) —0.861 (1394 to —0.329)
Traumatic events (LEC) (number of events) 1.213 (1.072 to 1.372) 0.176 (0.111 to 0.244)

Significant parameter estimates (p-value < 0.05) marked in bold. In the case of variables with more than two categories, the global p-value was considered

violence, witnessing people being killed, witnessing
bombings or mass killings or massacres, having been
tortured, and having been recruited by rebels [19]. At
the same time, our results highlighted a positive associ-
ation also between psychological distress and post mi-
gration factors. Even though post-migration stressors
have not been taken into account in the majority of
studies, recent data highlighted that, during the post-
migration phase, refugees may experience different types
of difficulties that can hamper recovery, increase mental
ill health or be instrumental for the development of
mental health ill [9]. In the present study we found that
post-migration stress seems to be a subtler but persist-
ent character as compared with previously experienced
traumatic events, which tend to be sudden and trau-
matic. Post-migration stress and mental ill health are in
the other hand likely to be reciprocally associate in the
resettlement phase: it could be explained both for the ef-
fect of post-migration traumatic events and for the im-
pact of traumatic events occurred before migration and
during initial migration phases that could make refugees
particularly vulnerable to psychological suffering even
after resettlement [9, 18].

Giacco, who recently critically analysed the literature
on this topic, identified three different time points in the
post migration phase, each of them with a relevant asso-
ciation with mental health: initial settlement in the host
country, integration in the host country and challenges
to or revocation of the immigration status [6]. A longer
duration of asylum-seeking process and lack of informa-
tion can generate prolonged stress, such as social isola-
tion, discrimination and victimisation. Moreover, data
from literature confirmed that “bridging social networks”

are an important protective factor [7]. Our study corrob-
orated the role of post migration factors in predicting
psychological distress and depression, underlining the
crucial role of social support and procedures related to
permission and immigration status.

This study has important limitations. First, it may be
difficult to generalize results in view of the specific char-
acteristics of the population included and of the migra-
tion and resettlement context; similarly, given that only
men were included, we do not know if findings may also
apply to women, who usually show higher rates of com-
mon mental health conditions. There are additional limi-
tations related to the study design. A logistic regression
analysis was employed in order to test the possible asso-
ciation of a number of independent variables with the
occurrence of psychological distress. However, the cross-
sectional nature of this study cannot establish a cause-
effect relationship, and therefore all significant associa-
tions must be considered hypothesis-generating rather
than hypothesis-testing.

Despite these limitations, there are a number of im-
portant clinical, research and policy implications. The
association between the amount of traumatic events and
mental health conditions suggests the need of develop-
ing services to assist refugees and asylum seekers to ad-
dress the multi-faceted problems they experience,
implementing holistic through assistance with problems
such as social support in host country, legal problems
concerning permit status and asylum procedure, and
family reunification, as well as addressing trauma and
mental health issues. Future research should attempt to
better understand the risk and resilience factors that
may be related to the mental health of refugees and
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asylum seekers and their overall well-being, adaptation
and quality of life following arrival in host countries.
Studies investigating individuals at different stages of the
asylum-seeking process, in addition to longitudinal stud-
ies, may assist in identifying important post-migration
stressors. A second implication is that the consistent as-
sociation between psychopathology and post-migration
problems found in this study, and reported in other pop-
ulations of refugees and asylum seekers, suggests the
need for an asylum system that aims to reduce post-
migration stress and increase support [20]. At the
moment, however, there are concerns related to the
decision-making process of some asylum applications,
and to the well-documented difficulties for asylum
seekers and refugees in accessing social and health care
support. These factors may therefore contribute to increase
rather than mitigate psychological stress. There is an urgent
need to implement policies that may reduce post-migration
problems and assist adaptation and integration.

Conclusion

Opverall, considering the findings of this study and the sub-
stantial proportion of refugees and asylum seekers identi-
fied as having mental health difficulties by epidemiological
studies, it may be of particular importance to implement
approaches for early identification and support. The inclu-
sion of a mental health component in the overall provision
of care for refugees would represent a feasible and sustain-
able way to reduce the burden of psychological distress
and to prevent the development of mental health condi-
tions. As effective psychosocial interventions are available
for asylum seekers and refugees with PTSD and/or other
mental health conditions [21-23], recognition of psycho-
logical distress would reduce stigma, aid in diagnosis and
increase access to specialized mental health care. This
would prevent a deterioration of serious mental health
conditions, reduce emotional distress, contribute to better
adjustment and reduce the burden of assimilation on
hosting countries, as also recently pointed out by the
UCL-Lancet Commission on Migration and Health [24].

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
0rg/10.1186/512888-020-02988-0.

Additional file 1: Table 1. Factors associated with psychological
distress (GHQ-12 positive) in the sample recruited in the Verona site.
Table 2. Factors associated with depression (HRSD group score) in the
sample of people with psychological distress.

Abbreviations

PTSD: Post Traumatic Stress Disorder; SPRAR system: Protection system for
asylum seekers and refugees; LEC: The Life Events Checklist; CAPS: Clinician
Administered PTSD Scale; HRSD: Hamilton Rating Scale for Depression; GHQ-
12: General Health Questionnaire-12 items; M.IN.l: MINI-International
Neuropsychiatric Interview; SD: Standard deviation; Cl: Confidence interval

Page 8 of 9

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Authors’ contributions

MN and CB designed the study. MN drafted the manuscript. MN, LT, CL, PM,
VR, LT and GIT contributed to the database preparation and double check.
FT and MN did data analyses. MN, LT, FT, CL, PM, MP, VR, LT, GIT and CB
critically revised the manuscript. All authors commented on and approved
the draft and final manuscripts.

Funding
No funding was obtained for this study.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets obtained and/or analysed during the current study are available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Ethics approval and consent to participate

This study was approved by the local Medical Ethics Committee; all
procedures performed in studies involving human participants were in
accordance with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national
research committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later
amendments or comparable ethical standards. All participants and parents/
legal guardians gave their written informed consent after having been
enlightened the details of the procedure.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
All authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

Author details

'WHO Collaborating Centre for Research and Training in Mental Health and
Service Evaluation, Department of Neuroscience, Biomedicine and
Movement Sciences, Section of Psychiatry, University of Verona, Verona, Italy.
’Department of Neurosciences and Mental Health, Policlinico Umberto |,
Sapienza University of Rome, Rome, Italy. *Department of Public Health and
Infectious Diseases, Sapienza University of Rome, Rome, ltaly.

Received: 29 July 2020 Accepted: 26 November 2020
Published online: 01 December 2020

References

1. Giacco D, Priebe S. Mental health care for adult refugees in high-income
countries. Epidemiol Psychiatric Sci. 2018;27(2):109-16.

2. Priebe S, Giacco D, EI-Nagib R. Public health aspects of mental health
among migrants and refugees: a review of the evidence on mental
health care for refugees, asylum seekers and irregular migrants in the
WHO European region: World Health Organization. Regional Office for
Europe; 2016.

3. Fazel M, Wheeler J, Danesh J. Prevalence of serious mental disorder in 7000
refugees resettled in western countries: a systematic review. Lancet. 2005;
365:1309-14.

4. Bogic M, Njoku A, Priebe S. Long-term mental health of war-refugees: a
systematic literature review. BMC Int Health Hum Rights. 2015;15:29.

5. Turrini G, Purgato M, Ballette F, Nose M, Ostuzzi G, Barbui C. Common
mental disorders in asylum seekers and refugees: umbrella review of
prevalence and intervention studies. Int J Ment Heal Syst. 2017;11:51.

6. Giacco D. Identifying the critical time points for mental health of asylum
seekers and refugees in high-income countries. Epidemiol Psychiatr Sci.
2019;29:e61. https://doi.org/10.1017/5204579601900057X PMID: 31576800.

7. Chen W, Hall BJ, Ling L, Renzaho AM. Pre-migration and post-migration
factors associated with mental health in humanitarian migrants in
Australia and the moderation effect of post-migration stressors: findings
from the first wave data of the BNLA cohort study. Lancet Psychiatry.
2017;4(3):218-29.

8. Georgiadou E, Zbidat A, Schmitt GM, Erim Y. Prevalence of mental distress
among Syrian refugees with residence permission in Germany: a registry-
based study. Front Psychiatry. 2018,9:393. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2018.
00393 eCollection 2018. PMID: 30210373.


https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-020-02988-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-020-02988-0
https://doi.org/10.1017/S204579601900057X
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2018.00393
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2018.00393
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30210373

Nosé et al. BMC Psychiatry

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

(2020) 20:576

Tinghog P, Malm A, Arwidson C, Sigvardsdotter E, Lundin A, Saboonchi F.
Prevalence of mental ill health, traumas and postmigration stress among
refugees from Syria resettled in Sweden after 2011: a population-based
survey. BMJ Open. 2017;7(12):2018899. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-
2017-018899 PMID: 29289940.

Schweitzer RD, Vromans L, Brough M, Asic-Kobe M, Correa-Velez |, Murray K,
Lenette C. Recently resettled refugee women-at-risk in Australia evidence
high levels of psychiatric symptoms: individual, trauma and post-migration
factors predict outcomes. BMC Med. 2018;16(1):149. https://doi.org/10.1186/
$12916-018-1143-2 PMID: 30223855.

Sengoelge M, Johnson-Singh C, Mittendorfer-Rutz E, Vaez M, Saboonchi F.
Identifying subgroups of refugees from Syria resettled in Sweden based on
multiple trauma exposures: a latent class analysis of trauma history and
mental health outcomes. J Psychosom Res. 2019;125:109814. https://doi.org/
10.1016/jjpsychores.2019.109814 Epub 2019 Aug 21.

Nose M, Turrini G, Imoli M, Ballette F, Ostuzzi G, Cucchi F, Padoan C, Ruggeri
M, Barbui C. Prevalence and correlates of psychological distress and
psychiatric disorders in asylum seekers and refugees resettled in an Italian
catchment area. J Immigr Minor Health. 2018;20:263-70.

Gray MJ, Litz BT, Hsu JL, Lombardo TW. Psychometric properties of the life
events checklist. Assessment. 2004;11(4):330-41.

Goldberg DP, Oldehinkel T, Ormel J. Why GHQ threshold varies from one
place to another. Psychol Med. 1998,28:915-21.

Sheehan DV, Lecrubier Y, Sheehan HK, Amorim P, Janavs J, Weiller E, Hergueta
T, Baker R, Dunbar GC. The MINI-international neuropsychiatry interview (MINI):
the development and validation of a structured diagnostic psychiatric
interview for DSM-IV and ICD-10. J Clin Psychiatry. 1998,59(Suppl20):22-33.
Hamilton M. A rating scale for depression. J Neurol Neurosurg Psychiatry.
1960;23:56-62.

Ali A, Rasheed A, Siddiqui A, Naseer M, Wasim S, Akhtar W. Non-parametric
test for ordered medians: the Jonckheere Terpstra test. Int J Stat Med Res.
2015:4.

Ainamani H, Elbert T, Olema DK, Hecker T. Gender differences in response
to war-related trauma and posttraumatic stress disorder - a study among
the Congolese refugees in Uganda. BMC Psychiatry. 2020,20(1):17. https//
doi.org/10.1186/512888-019-2420-0.

Borho A, Viazminsky A, Morawa E, Schmitt GM, Georgiadou E, Erim Y. The
prevalence and risk factors for mental distress among Syrian refugees in
Germany: a register-based follow-up study. BMC Psychiatry. 2020;20(1):362.
https://doi.org/10.1186/512888-020-02746-2 PMID: 32641014,

Khamis V. Impact of pre-trauma, trauma-specific, and post-trauma variables on
psychosocial adjustment of Syrian refugee school-age children. J Health
Psychol. 2019;1359105319886651. https.//doi.org/10.1177/1359105319886651.
Nose M, Ballette F, Bighelli |, Turrini G, Purgato M, Tol W, Priebe S, Barbui C.
Psychosocial interventions for post-traumatic stress disorder in refugees and
asylum seekers resettled in high-income countries: systematic review and
meta-analysis. PLoS One. 2017;12:1-16.

Turrini G, Purgato M, Acarturk C, Anttila M, Au T, Ballette F, Bird M, Carswell
K, Churchill R, Cuijpers P, Hall J, Hansen LJ, Kosters M, Lantta T, Nosé M,
Ostuzzi G, Sijbrandij M, Tedeschi F, Valimaki M, Wancata J, White R, van
Ommeren M, Barbui C. Efficacy and acceptability of psychosocial
interventions in asylum seekers and refugees: systematic review and meta-
analysis. Epidemiol Psychiatr Sci. 2019,28(4):376-88.

Barbui C, Purgato M, Abdulmalik J, Acarturk C, Eaton J, Gastaldon C, Gureje
O, Hanlon C, Jordans M, Lund C, Nosé M, Ostuzzi G, Papola D, Tedeschi F,
Tol W, Turrini G, Patel V, Thornicroft G. Efficacy of psychosocial interventions
for mental health outcomes in low-income and middle-income countries:
an umbrella review. Lancet Psychiatry. 2020;7(2):162-72. https.//doi.org/10.
1016/52215-0366(19)30511-5 Epub 2020 Jan 13.

Abubakar |, Aldridge RW, Devakumar D, Orcutt M, Burns R, Barreto ML, Dhavan
P, Fouad FM, Groce N, Guo Y, Hargreaves S, Knipper M, Miranda JJ, Madise N,
Kumar B, Mosca D, McGovern T, Rubenstein L, Sammonds P, Sawyer SM,
Sheikh K, Tollman S, Spiegel P. Zimmerman C; UCL-Lancet Commission on
migration and health. Lancet. 2018;392(10164):2606-54. https://doi.org/10.
1016/50140-6736(18)32114-7 Epub 2018 Dec 5. PMID: 30528486.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Page 9 of 9

Ready to submit your research? Choose BMC and benefit from:

e fast, convenient online submission

o thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

 rapid publication on acceptance

o support for research data, including large and complex data types

e gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations
e maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year

K BMC

At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions



https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2017-018899
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2017-018899
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29289940
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-018-1143-2
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-018-1143-2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30223855
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2019.109814
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2019.109814
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-019-2420-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-019-2420-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-020-02746-2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32641014
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105319886651
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(19)30511-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(19)30511-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)32114-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)32114-7
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30528486

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Discussion

	Background
	Methods
	Study setting and participant enrolment
	Training of the cultural-linguistic mediators
	Assessment tools
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Socio-demographic characteristics
	Clinical characteristics
	Univariate association between psychological distress and LEC
	Regression analyses

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Supplementary Information
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

