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Critically examine and analyse the organisations and policies in place that deal with the psychological and physical health and well-being of Refugees.
Demi Easter
University of Wales Trinity Saint David



In recent years there has been an increase in the number of refugees on a global scale. Due to circumstances usually out of their control people are forced to either flee their home countries or suffer the consequences of staying, which may result in a range of impacts or in extreme cases even death. Syrian refugees, specifically, have had an increase in many countries all over the world including Europe and the UK, this is due to the ongoing Syrian war. While there is no exact number of people who have fled Syria, there is an estimated over 5.6 million Syrian refugees scattered in several countries (UNHCR, 2018). In 2017 the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), an organisation made to aid in the refugee crisis aftermath of the Second World War, estimated that around the end of 2017 there were 121,837 refugees in the UK. The UK government estimated there were around 10,500 resettled Syrian refugees (GOV.UK, 2018). The increasing number of refugees and asylum seekers could lead to a few issues, meaning that as more people come in to a country the attitudes towards refugees may change and could lead to social isolation or exclusion which could also have a negative psychological impact on them. Government schemes are in place to aid the refugees coming into the UK and Europe as well as independent organisations. These organisations will be examined to see if they benefit refugees, as they claim to, and the impacts psychologically on the people who need the aid.
Many researchers have looked and examined human needs. According to Dean (2010), there is not one solid definition of need and there are many different types of needs which can be interpreted in an indefinite number of ways. One of said researchers is Abraham Maslow (1954), as cited in Lester (2013), who first proposed a theory of  a Hierarchy of Human Needs. The lower on the hierarchy the need is, the more basic the need is which means the urge to satisfy the need is much greater than any need above it on the hierarchy. His model could be a reasonable base to use when examining refugees and asylum seekers. For people to successfully flourish in any situation, the most basic needs, in theory, need to be satisfied for an individual to progress through life. This means that any organisation should be providing refugees with the most basic needs such as food, water, clothing, shelter before they can focus on improving upon their situation. Not meeting these basic needs can result in a detrimental impact on an individual’s health and psychological well-being. 

When developing schemes and initiatives that deal with the care and well-being of refugees it should be considered if dignity can be maintained or re-established. While defining dignity can be difficult, it could be defined as people should not be used as objects who will do others bidding, while not treating people in a way that could humiliate them (Glendenning, 2015). This means that refugees in the country, e.g. the UK, should be treated as equals to everyone else and should be provided with the same opportunities, whether in work, in terms of food and even housing. If policies, organisations and initiatives breach a refugee’s dignity, or even their human rights, it should be questioned if they are trying to aid in the care of people and it should be reviewed if the needs of people are being meet. If they do breach and type of right, then any policy etc should be reviewed and adapted to provide the right support for people to flourish in their situation. 

Schemes for refugees can be government run or there are independent organisations who rely on donations to aid people in need. One of the schemes set up by the government is the Syrian Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme (2017). This scheme is not only targeted at the refugees in Britain itself but also refugees displaced throughout Europe including countries such as Turkey, Lebanon  and Iraq. The main aim of this scheme was to provide refugees protection as they came into the country, in the UK the government aimed to resettle around 20,000 Syrian refugees, which the government adopted a more humanitarian approach to provide aid and helping people rebuild their lives. Water, food, medical attention and education are a few of the resources provided under this scheme, which in relation to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs means that a persons most basic needs are being satisfied which can help a person, in theory, flourish in their situation. 

However, it should be noted, as by the Library of Congress (2016), that when the UK first established the scheme/policy mentioned above the country had not been involved in any other resettlement schemes. Initially, the policy aimed to provide a more humanitarian approach to aid not to Syria itself but to the neighbouring countries around it instead of accepting Syrian refugees in the country to resettle them. Critics could suggest that only once the situation got worse did the UK start accepting refugees into the country which could suggest that we as a country are not actually adopting humanitarianism and the government felt like they needed to offer policies as a result of other countries offering aid and resettlement to refugees. 
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Save the Children is a non-governmental organisation, in the UK, set up to provide aid to children experiencing conflict in the world, including Syria. This organisation does not necessarily always provide support to the refugees in the country, they provide support to the refugees displaced within the country itself. While they aid a range of different refugee crisis’, they also contribute their efforts towards the Syrian refugee crisis. Save the children aim to improve the health and well-being of children through facilities and treat children experiencing malnutrition. There is also support provide for these children in the form of psychosocial activities and group activities to help them cope with their situations. There are issues with these types of organisations is that people do not trust them and are unlikely to donate to them as they do not know where their money is going. They also aim to provide children and their families with food, blankets and clothing etc while also providing cash grants and the opportunity for farming families to re-establish an income.  

Based on what the organisation above states it provides for refugee children, it would suggest is an effective form of support and aid which aims to care for children’s psychological and physical well-being. Save the Children aims to provide the most basic needs to refugee children  It also aims to provide education to deprived refugees which in result should provide them with tools and skills which gives them chances to flourish in later life.

Many situations can cause a trigger for an individual to develop a mental disorder, including becoming a refugee and fleeing war and conflict like a Syrian refugee. Based on the literature reviewed, it seems that posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is very much prevalent amongst any refugee population as well as major depressive disorder (MDD) as identified by Tekeli-Yesil et al (2018). The researchers found that the prevalence of PTSD in refugees varied from 0% to 99% while MDD had a prevalence of around 3% to 85.5%. These figures could show that there are very severe negative impacts on any refugee’s psychological health. The researchers suggested that postmigration factors had more chance of impacting on a refugee’s psychological health then any demographic or premigration factors, which suggests the aid they receive once becoming a refugee or asylum seeker is critical. If the appropriate aid is provided to people, from the moment they request it, this could mean that there would be a decrease in mental health issues in the refugee population.

Impacts on refugees can also include strained relationships with partners and family members, which can also contribute towards negative psychological health. Research into children’s adjustment in an asylum-seeking situation shows that if parenting skills change during this period it can have an impact on the way a child psychologically adjusts to the situation. Sim, Fazel, Bowes & Gardner (2018) conducted interviews, into whether war and displacement had an impact on parenting and a child’s psychological adjustment, with refugees and found that some individuals would take their anger out on their children which cause strained relationships and resulted in children struggling to adjust to the situations which could be caused by stress. The researchers identify previous research which suggests that social inequality and poverty had more of a negative impact on family relationships rather than flee conflict itself (Eggerman and Panter-Brick, 2010). This means that organisations need to provide aid in the form of social support and need to provide opportunities for people to improve on their financial situations. 

Similarly, El-Khani et al (2016) conducted research into Syrian refugees and found supporting evidence for Sim et al (2018) findings that financial issues mean that parents cannot satisfy a child’s most basic needs, e.g. in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is food, water, shelter etc. This in turn can cause psychological distress for the parents which can result in their parenting can become overly harsh and even violent. While the research by Sim et al (2018) was not conducted in the UK does not mean that the same does not apply to the Syrian refugees currently residing here. The findings of these studies could be applied to assist in the development of new initiatives and schemes that provide for refugee families which improves on coping with the psychological distress experienced by both parents and their children.

As mentioned previously, the attitudes towards refugees in the country they flee to from the general public differs. In a bid to make people seeking sanctuary and refuge feel welcome cities can become a ‘City of Sanctuary’. Swansea has been a city of sanctuary since May of 2010, becoming the second official city of sanctuary in the UK. This means that many organisations and charities in the area provide support in the forms of schools, community centres and social clubs. This allows individuals and families to better integrate into the community as there are more opportunities for people to socialise and provides an opportunity to help their children further their education. This may also reduce the risk of negative psychological impacts as the aid mentioned previously could help reduce the risk of social isolation and exclusion. 

In conclusion, many different policies, schemes and initiatives are in place to aid Syrian refugees, or any refugees, which benefits them by providing aid in a variety of ways. Many organisations and charities rely on public donations to continue to provide aid to the refugees who need it. In a more basic sense, if a person’s basic needs are met, they have more chance of flourishing in the country they resettle into and should be more able to take part in events and programmes for refugees. They should be more likely to benefit as there should be less of a risk of social exclusion and children can benefit from education. Integrating refugees and asylum seekers into the country they go to, including the UK, should mean that peoples attitudes towards refugees, in general, have a chance to improve. Impacts psychologically can be improved on through counselling programmes and opportunities provide by services and organisations which can help people build lives in their new environment.
Based on evidence and organisations reviewed above, it does seem to show that organisations and charities are attempting to meet the needs of asylum seekers and refugees in the UK, for example Syrian refugees, while trying to change the attitudes and views towards them and integrating them into to the local communities, e.g. Swansea becoming a city of sanctuary. If organisations, initiative, policies and schemes continuously meet the needs of refugees and their families and provide opportunities for them to rebuild their lives then they should continue to be considered an effective form of aid. A humanitarian approach seems to be the most appropriate way to forming policies as people can help others in need, e.g. Syrian refugees in the UK, of their own free will without any factors influencing the aid they provide. Psychological health and well-being should continue to be supported in the Syrian refugee population in the UK, as well as Physical health and well-being, to allow individuals to make the best of their situation and allows them to maintain their human rights and dignity. 
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