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Life Transitions Refugee
Life Transitions Refugee offers resources and training for community groups and
charities in providing effective emotional support to refugees. It can be very
challenging for refugees to find the space they need to process their experiences
in a healthy way. Many would never consider seeking professional help. Others are
ineligible for statutory care, the waiting lists are simply too long, or the nuances of
language make talking about heart issues difficult through a translator. For those
coming alongside refugees, the thought of providing emotional support can be
intimidating. This is where Life Transitions Refugee aim to help.
The Life Transitions Reflective Journeys present organisations and community
groups with a unique opportunity to support refugees through the challenges of
leaving their homeland and rebuilding a life in a new country. Alongside the
Journeys, Life Transitions offer a range of training and group programmes for
those supporting refugees and other vulnerable people.
The story below from a residential home for underage asylum seekers in Germany
illustrates the importance of helping refugees to process their emotions, and the
impact Life Transitions Refugee can bring.
"Our residential house cares for a group of unaccompanied refugee minors from
Afghanistan. They had been in Germany for about 6 months when the LT refugee
team visited. It was during a very difficult phase with the boys. There had been a lot
of physical fights and arguments & the atmosphere was highly aggressive. The LT
refugee team managed to create a feeling of acceptance and safety. The boys gained
confidence as they went through the four stations. The LT Reflective Journey enabled
our residents to gain new courage and strength to face the future. They were filled
with hope again. There was an ongoing atmosphere of peace, and the fighting and
the quarrels stopped for many months"
(Philip Kempkens – Social Worker)
For more information visit www.ltrefugee.org

Life Transitions Refugee is an operating name of Life Transitions Development
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About the Author
Tim Elverson is the Director of Life Transitions Development. Tim has worked
with vulnerable people for a number of years in multiple settings across the world.
He has experience of both founding and managing non-profits and providing
strategic insight through consultancy. Having previously developed and overseen
post-conflict mental health projects in Libya, Tim is sensitive to both the cultural
and emotional needs of refugees who have been exposed to war. In Libya he
managed a peer-led recovery programme for Post-Traumatic-Stress. The
programme was highly successful among displaced communities leading to its
commendation at a United States Institute of Peace forum on Trauma Resilience as
a Keystone to Building the Rule of Law in Conflict-Affected Societies. The impact has
since been written up and evaluated in the South African Journal of Psychology
(Stanford, Elverson et al. 2014).
On his return to the UK in 2012 Tim co-founded the Snowdrop Project. The charity
supports international victims of human trafficking as they learn to live
independently and integrate into UK society. In 2013 Tim was awarded the Marsh
Award for outstanding contribution to the fight against human trafficking
presented by UK Prime Minister, then Home Secretary, Teresa May.
In 2015, with the growing numbers of refugees arriving in Europe, Tim felt
compelled to help. He regularly visited the Jungle camp in Calais, Northern France,
serving cups of tea and sitting with those living there, hearing their stories and
receiving their hospitality. In the summer of 2016 Tim developed the Life
Transitions Reflective Journey as a resource for those supporting refugees to use
in helping to meet their emotional needs. Since then he has trained organisations
and groups around Europe to use the tool and to gain confidence and competence
in standing with refugees as they process through their grief, their memories of
trauma and the struggles of living in transition and integrating in a new society.
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Introduction
According to the UNHCR, in 2016, there were over 65 million displaced people in
the world forced to abandon their homes due to war, persecution, famine or
poverty. Many have made a perilous journey to safety; exposed to the elements,
reliant on smugglers and traffickers, and preyed on by lawless militias. Many
struggle to eek out an existence on the margins of society when they arrive. The
challenge of building a new life is sometimes too much for them to bear.
Through training community groups, non-profits and statutory services Life
Transitions Refugee exists to ensure refugees, asylum seekers and migrants are
built up in their resilience and provided with the emotional support they need to
start again. The Life Transitions Reflective Journeys give refugees the space and
support to start to process through their transition, helping them come to terms
with the past, accept the present, and look to the future with hope.
Join us in standing with them in their journey.

From remembrance, through resilience, to rebuilding
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1: Support Framework Values
Before looking in detail at the content of the support offered it is useful to first
establish a framework of values. All too often, particularly in meeting the needs of
vulnerable people, we prioritize the question of what is done and fail to give due
diligence to the question of how. When we do this we can often end up causing
more harm than good, both to ourselves and to those we are trying to help.
Maslow’s hierarchy of need identifies the
common factors every person needs to live a
fulfilled life. At the base of the pyramid are
Self%
Actualisa-on%
physiological needs. These are things like
food, water, and warmth that are vital to
Esteem%
physical survival. The layer above this is
safety. This is the need to have security and
Love%/%Belonging%
to not live in fear. As the most urgent and
obvious needs, the overwhelming majority of
Safety%
our efforts to support refugees prioritise
addressing these two areas. With this
Physiological%
emphasis the higher levels of the pyramid are
often disregarded or at least seen as
secondary or non-essential in comparison. Life Transitions Refugee works on the
basis, that while immediate urgency may vary, each platform of the pyramid is of
equal importance. As such, we promote the development of strategies that,
wherever possible, incorporate these higher level needs into provision and
support.
In helping vulnerable people, the four values: hope, empathy, empowerment and
dignity, provide a useful guiding framework. They can be easily remembered by
the phrase take heed. Incorporating these values aims to ensure a lasting positive
impact for the beneficiary, a reduced risk of building unhealthy dependency, and
lower rates of burn-out in those offering assistance.
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In many ways the four values in this framework are like tent pegs. A tent is only
stable when it is pegged out at each corner. It only stands upright if equal and
opposite forces are applied to each side. Doing so creates equilibrium. The four
pegs are complimentary to each other, but their real effectiveness is derived from
the tension between them. Only together can they provide the necessary counterbalance to support the structure. Without the four pegs, the tent will not stand up
to the wind or keep out the rain. It will fail to provide adequate shelter for those
inside and it will require constant repairing and re-pitching from the outside.
The four values of hope, empathy, empowerment and dignity optimise the
capacity and effectiveness of initiatives in supporting vulnerable people groups
such as refugees providing a basis for the higher level needs identified by Maslow
to be included. These values create a framework benefitting both those pitching
the tent and those sheltering inside,
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Hope
Many refugees have been exposed to the traumas of war, persecution and poverty
in their homelands. Abandoning friends and family they often endure a terrifying
ordeal to escape. Many never reach their desired journey’s end. Throughout Africa,
the Middle East and Europe thousands of refugees survive in camps in countries
they were hoping to pass through. Some have made numerous perilous and costly
attempts to cross borders but to no avail, and those who do make it to their
intended destination are frequently confronted by a long list of seemingly
insurmountable challenges on their arrival.
Given the circumstances faced, refugees can often feel hopeless. They have left
everything that was familiar, and their expectations of a new life are frequently
frustrated or disappointed. It is all too easy for those offering support to take on a
similar sense of despair. We can be grieved by their loss, saddened by their
circumstances, and become despondent about their future prospects. While our
authentic and heartfelt engagement with their experience is important, it is
essential that we maintain an internal hope in the midst of their despair. We need
to learn to stand with them in solidarity rather than wallow with them in
defeatism.
To do this we need an understanding of hope that is not dependent on
circumstances, and we need a source of hope from which we can regularly refuel.
Without hope the support we offer will have no longevity and our interactions
with refugees will likely indulge their self-pity rather than build their resilience.

“The optimist speaks about concrete changes in the future. The person
of hope lives in the moment with the knowledge and trust that all of
life is in good hands”

Henri Nouwen
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Much of what I have learnt about the true nature of hope is from refugees in seemingly
hopeless situations. On a visit with a group of musicians to the jungle camp in Calais we were
invited into a communal hut by a group of Sudanese men. While drinking tea and coffee we
alternated between Sudanese songs led on African drums and our guitar music. After a
number of hours of singing, laughing and dancing it came to the time for us to leave. I thanked
our hosts for their hospitality and apologized that we could not do more to help. I told them
that I wished there was a legal way to get them to the UK, to change government policy in
their favour, or at least to bring more in the way of physical supplies to ease their suffering
in Calais. The elder of the group held up his hand stopping me in mid-sentence. “No” he said.
“What you have brought us is much more important than these things. You have given us
hope.”
These men had left their homes and families in Darfur seeking refuge, safety and a new life
in the UK. Instead they had been stuck for months on end in the squalor and insecurity of the
Jungle. But even so, despite their desperate situation, they knew that hope was not primarily
based on a destination or a future change in circumstances. Hope for them was founded in
connection, solidarity, and joy, even in the midst of suffering, giving them the strength to
make it through, one day at a time.

Questions:

?

How can I stay hopeful when working with people in difficult
circumstances?
What do I need to do to refuel my hope?
What can I do to sensitively bring hope to those I support?
How can we create a culture of hope in our organization?
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Empathy
There is a lot of wisdom in the famous Native American saying to “never criticise a
man until you have walked a mile in his moccasins.” Even if our intention is to help,
we can end up doing more harm than good if we fail to take the perspective and
experience of the person in front of us into consideration. Empathy comes from an
exercise of listening to another’s story and imagining our self in their shoes. It is
easy to take on a role of judge or saviour when meeting people in need. Our
tendency is to want to immediately explain or resolve their situation. The problem
is, more often than not, our pre-conceived ideas and hasty assumptions are likely
to be wrong, and what they are really looking for is understanding and connection
rather than a solution.
When we empathise we engage with the feelings and emotions of another person.
We join them in their pain and learn to share their burden. Empathy is closely
related to compassion. The literal translation of the word compassion is suffering
alongside. Usually the person in front of us does not ask us to be their rescuer or
saviour, they simply want a companion. Henri Nouwen writes “When we honestly
ask ourselves which person in our lives means the most to us, we often find that it is
those who, instead of giving advice, solutions, or cures, have chosen rather to share
our pain and touch our wounds with a warm and tender hand. The friend who can
be silent with us in a moment of despair or confusion, who can stay with us in an hour
of grief and bereavement, who can tolerate not knowing, not curing, not healing and
face with us the reality of our powerlessness, that is a friend who cares.”
Empathy may not change any circumstances in itself, but letting someone know
they are not alone in their suffering gives them encouragement, comfort and the
strength to keep going.

“If we can share our story with someone who responds

with empathy and understanding, shame can't survive”

Brene Brown

10

We can never fully experience life as another does, and while it is valuable to engage with
what they are going through, healthy boundaries are also essential. Making sure you wear
your own socks whenever you walk in someone else’s shoes is a useful way to think about it.
I like to imagine one sock being hope and the other empowerment. Without these socks there
is a danger of becoming overly emotionally involved and unable to cope with the stories of
pain and suffering we hear. Sometimes we may even find it harder to move on from a
traumatic experience we hear about than it is for the person who actually went through it.
When this is the case, our pity can be disempowering. There is a danger that we can hold
someone back by always regarding them as a victim. When we define them by their traumatic
past we can end up robbing them of a future.

Questions:

?

Are there times when I rush into solving a problem for
someone?
How can I learn to be a better listener?
How does hearing about a traumatic experience effect me?
How can we create a culture of empathy in our organization?
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Empowerment
When we think of refugees, our minds tend to focus on the challenges they have
experienced and the problems they face. We are frequently drawn to what is
lacking, viewing them primarily through their need. While meeting needs is
important it should not be our sole focus. Refugees will face constant messages
reminding them of insurmountable problems they face. Their circumstances can
often lead them to feel like they have little control over the direction of their life,
and fear and disappointment may have suppressed their ability to dream.
All too often our efforts to help simply reinforce this idea. With the best of
intentions, we may recognise their material and emotional need, and try to stepin to provide all the answers for them ourselves. While there may be times of crisis
when we need to intervene directly, there is a real danger when this becomes the
expected norm of the relationship. In every relationship with vulnerable people
our aim should be to give them increasing power and to see them take increasing
responsibility. When we fail to do this we can create a situation where they
become dependent on us in an unhealthy way.
It is a slower process to stand alongside someone helping them to identify their
own goals and to take aspects of their life into their own hands, but it is so much
more worthwhile. This should be our priority in supporting refugees. While they
may still have needs and struggles along the way, they also have a lot to offer.
Focussing on what they can do rather than what they cannot is usually a far better
place to start. Empowerment may start with very small steps, but each
independent action they take or choice they can make moves them forward.
Through empowering them we build their self-esteem helping them identify
themselves as an active and valued participant in life rather than a passive
recipient of aid.

“It is easy to romanticise poverty, to see poor people as inherently
lacking agency and will. It is easy to strip them of human dignity, to
reduce them to objects of pity”

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichi
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Zaida came from the city of Sirte in Libya. Most of the men in her family were in
the Libyan army fighting on the side of Colonel Gadaffi. As the rebels gained
ascendency, Zaida had been forced to abandon her home to escape the conflict.
Her father and uncles were all dead or imprisoned, as were many of her friends.
She experienced many of the symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress herself, and her
life in a camp on the outskirts of Benghazi offered little future. She needed help.
Empowerment, however, meant looking beyond the circumstances that afflicted
her. It involved creating an environment of support around her in which she was
free to rediscover her aspirations and find a sense of purpose. As we spent time
with Zaida she developed a keen interest and passion in the emotional healing of
people in her community. Having participated in a trauma recovery group she put
herself forward to be trained as a group leader. Overtime she took increasing
ownership eventually helping to organise, manage and promote the groups
throughout the camp. It was amazing to see her come to life through the
experience. She played a pivotal role in hundreds of displaced people participating
in the ten-week programme and experiencing emotional relief as a result. Not only
were levels of Post Traumatic Stress reduced in the camps, but the participants
went on to start a school and other community activities. They directly attributed
the motivation to introduce these social programmes to the sense of
empowerment created by actively participating in the groups. Those who initially
wanted help coming to terms with their own trauma became the instigators in
bringing transformation to their wider community.

Questions:
Where can I give refugees opportunities to lead and take
ownership?

?

What steps can I take to move from being a carer to a
supporter?
What one step can I take today to make a refugee feel
empowered?
How can we create a culture of empowerment in our
organization?
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Dignity
Refugees are often forced into a situation of powerlessness and poverty stripping
them of dignity. People usually derive their sense of purpose from what they do.
When there is no opportunity to participate in the activities to which society
attributes value, they can feel worthless. When they are unable to provide for
themselves or their family, they may feel like a failure. When their circumstances
do not compare favourably to their previous experience or expectations they may
feel ashamed, and when they have to rely on others they may feel like a burden.
All too often little attention is given to ensuring that the beneficiaries of assistance
feel like their life is valued. The mechanisms of provision and distribution often
have to cater for so many people that those receiving aid experience little care or
relational connection in the process. Instead they can feel like a nameless, faceless
number. Our efforts to help should not only seek to address what is materially
lacking but should do so in a way that promotes dignity. Alongside any material
provision or practical support, we should, where possible, seek to give a sense of
purpose, achievement, self-respect, and the opportunity to contribute.
Refugees often have heart-rending stories. Allowing them to share their story can
be beneficial. It can make them feel valued; it can be healing for them; and it can
build trust and connection. There is however also the potential for us to cause
harm when we fail to listen well, or use their story for our agenda. Their story
belongs to them. We should not have any expectation that they will open up to us,
and we should be sensitive about relaying their story to others. When we use
photos and stories we can easily end up objectifying those we are aiming to help,
prioritising a cause over a person. It may be a very worthwhile cause, but the
individual should have the choice if their story or image is going to be used to
support that cause or not.

“I have no right, by anything I do or say to demean a human being in his
own eyes. What matters is not what of I think of him; it is what he
thinks of himself. To undermine a man’s self respect is a sin”

Antoine de Sainte Exupéry
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Sometimes the most powerful thing we can give to people is to receive from them.
In doing this we are allowing them to feel valuable and putting them in the position
of power where they are able to contribute. We are elevating them from a place
where they feel defined by their needs to a place where they can recognise their
own worth and share as an equal.
During my multiple visits to the refugee camp in Calais I have spent many
memorable hours sitting in tents receiving hospitality from the refugees living
there. At first I felt very concerned about being an imposition or burden on those
I visited. The thought of people with next to nothing using their sparse resources
on entertaining a weekend visitor was uncomfortable. However, overtime I have
become increasingly aware of how precious my visits were to the friends I made
in the camp. I may not have been doing very much to change their legal status or
to improve their material situation, but in visiting them I offered them dignity.
The opportunity to invite someone into their home to share their food and drink
made them feel normal. It reminded them that there is more to their life than
merely surviving in the refugee camp. It showed them that they are valued and
cared for as individuals rather than simply as part of the multitude. It made them
feel empowered to be able to give shelter and a hot drink to their guests rather
than simply being expected to receive as poor helpless refugees.

Questions:

?

How do I use images and stories of refugees in the media?
How can I demonstrate individual value to the refugees I
support?
Where can I find opportunities to receive hospitality from
refugees?
How can we create a culture of dignity in our organization?
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2: Refugee Mental Health
In supporting refugees, it is useful to have a basic knowledge of mental health. This
is not so you can diagnose conditions or become a therapist. It is simply so you can
be more sensitive in the ways you look to offer support. Through developing an
awareness of refugee mental health, you will be able to:
v
v
v
v
v
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Feel more confident standing with refugees in their journey
Help them understand that the symptoms they experience are expected
and normal given what they have been through
Take into account their mental health and emotional wellbeing in your
working practice and support strategies
Advocate their cause more effectively with authorities
Know when it may be necessary to refer them to professional mentalhealth services

Trauma
A traumatic event is a life experience that involves actual or perceived threats to
the safety and well-being of an individual or to someone close to the individual.
The vast majority of refugees have been exposed to traumatic events both in their
homelands and during their journey to safety. Many have fled conflict zones where
their safety has been threatened. Some may have been injured themselves and
many others will have seen friends and family die as a result of war. Sexual
violence and enslavement frequently occur when a civilian population is taken
captive by an occupying enemy force, and detained combatants are often
subjected to torture. In many conflicts young men are forced to take up arms
against their will. Some flee to avoid this involuntary conscription and others take
great risks to escape from the militia brigades to which they are assigned.
However, not every refugee comes from a warzone. In many parts of the world
people are persecuted and oppressed by their own governments. Due to ethnicity,
religion, sexuality or political allegiance they are denied basic human rights and
afforded no freedom. Feeling powerless to do anything, they may live in constant
fear of the authorities. They may face imprisonment, forced labour, have their
assets sequestered, or even risk being sentenced to death for the basic freedoms
we take for granted.
Some of the most harrowing accounts I have heard from refugees describe their
journey to escape their homeland. Risking their lives at each border crossing, they
often have to pay extortionate sums of money to smugglers who have no concern
for their safety. They are frequently subjected to abuse and forced detention by
the smugglers, sometimes being kept in horrific conditions. When they reach the
sea they are packed into overloaded boats that are not seaworthy and sent on their
way, often without enough fuel to make it to safety. Many will have seen travel
companions die beside them, sometimes from drowning in the Mediterranean,
sometimes from dehydration in the desert, and sometimes at the hands militia
groups or border guards. Throughout the journey they are preyed on by traffickers
offering them the hope of a better life but in reality seeking to enslave them, force
them into prostitution or even harvest their organs.
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Post-traumatic Stress
The psychosocial impact of war and its aftermath on civilian populations have
been well documented in a variety of locations and cultural settings Studies
demonstrate that the experience of war-related trauma for civilians living in
conflict zones places them at an elevated risk of developing posttraumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), depression, somatic complaints, disturbances in family and peer
relationships, substance abuse, and a variety of other adverse outcomes. A
heightened occurrence of symptoms related to exposure to trauma is also likely in
those refugees who have no direct experience of war.
When
faced
with
a
threatening situation the
amygdala, the emotional
control centre of the brain is
activated. Stress hormones
(glucocorticoids) are released
which in turn trigger the
adrenal glands in the kidneys
to
release
epinephrine
(adrenaline). This causes the
brain to go into what is
commonly known as “fight or
flight” mode. This is a natural and beneficial way of functioning where an
individual is prepared to react to immediate danger. In this heightened state, the
activity of the brain is simplified and certain brain functions not vital to survival
are impaired. One of the areas effected is the hippocampus. The hippocampus
usually plays a central role in the processing and storage of short term memories.
In traumatic situations the activity of the hippocampus is reduced, limiting a
person’s ability to classify memories properly. The cognitive processing of
information is also disrupted as connections to the pre-frontal cortex are
inhibited. The information received remains perceptual, (sights, smells, sounds),
and is not associated with language.
Post-traumatic stress is where the brain gets stuck repeating this trauma
response. The symptoms of post-traumatic stress can be broadly divided into four
categories:
v
v
v
v
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Re-experiencing symptoms
Avoidance symptoms
Hyper arousal symptoms
Somatic complaints

Re-experiencing Symptoms
Due to the inhibited activity of the hippocampus and pre-frontal cortex,
experiences of trauma are sometimes not stored and classified correctly as
memories. Instead they are recalled as vivid, sensory experiences that feel as
though they are occurring in the present rather than the past. The individual is
often unable to find context for their recollections resulting in them feeling as if
they are repeatedly revisiting the original trauma. Re-experiencing symptoms
include flashbacks, bad dreams and frightening and intrusive thoughts.

v

Flashbacks

A flashback describes a vivid, sensory, recollection of a traumatic event that makes an
individual feel as though they are re-living the experience. Flashbacks are often prompted
by triggers. A trigger is a stimulus to any of the five senses that sub-consciously reminds the
individual of a trauma and brings them back to the sensory experience of the event. Triggers
can often be as simple as the sound of a door slamming, the flashing light of a modem, or the
smell of a certain aftershave, so avoiding them can be difficult. During flashbacks individuals
may physically re-enact or respond to the past traumatic scenario and may have little or no
awareness of where they actually are in the present.
v

Bad dreams

People who have been exposed to trauma often have nightmares as their brain processes
through unresolved thoughts and emotions relating to their experience as they sleep. These
dreams can directly replicate a traumatic event or they may symbolically represent it. As a
result of repetitive bad dreams some people will dread going to bed at night. The lack of
adequate rest can increase an individual’s levels of stress and anxiety, as well as
compounding other symptoms they may be experiencing.
v

Intrusive thoughts

An intrusive thought is an involuntary thought, image, or idea that can often become an
obsession. It is usually of a distressing nature, and an individual can feel unable to dismiss it
from their mind or move on. Intrusive thoughts resulting from post-traumatic stress are
often memories of the traumatic event. Those experiencing intrusive thoughts frequently
feel a sense of guilt, anxiety and shame.
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Avoidance Symptoms
As a way of trying to cope with trauma, individuals can develop certain behaviours
or thought patterns in order to avoid experiencing uncomfortable emotions. This
avoidance may be effective in the short-term, but overtime can prove detrimental.
Emotions are experienced for a reason. They provide us with information about
ourselves guiding how we need to respond for our own wellbeing. If we suppress
or avoid emotions, we are not actually dealing with them. Rather than dissipating,
pent up emotions grow stronger, making it necessary for an individual to give
increasing energy and focus if they are to continue to avoid them. This may lead to
the development drastic and destructive coping mechanisms. Avoidance
symptoms may be particularly pronounced among refugees. Rather than
experiencing a single traumatic event, many refugees have been subjected to
prolonged periods of trauma. Allowing themselves to process painful emotions
while they are still fighting to survive has the potential to increase their
vulnerability. As a result, many refugees have suppressed their emotions for a long
time and may find the prospect of releasing them both challenging and fearful.
v

Staying away from reminders

Many people who have experienced trauma will attempt to avoid reminders of the traumatic
event. They may avoid talking or thinking about what they have been through. Sometimes
they will withdraw and become isolated as they seek to distance themselves from triggers
that bring the event to mind. A preoccupation with avoiding reminders can heighten anxiety
and depression. For refugees it can also hinder the process of integration as they may be less
willing to engage with the processes necessary for making a new start.
v

Emotional numbness

Some people who have experienced trauma may develop a sense of emotional numbness. To
avoid experiencing deep negative emotions, their capacity to experience all emotions is
lessened. As a result of this they may feel distant from other people and find it difficult to
maintain positive feelings such as happiness or love.
v

Loss of interest in enjoyable activities

For those who have survived life or death situations, a return to normal can be very
challenging. They may regard life as being too serious for fun and they may feel a sense of
guilt at the idea of enjoyment. Some activities may also be a reminder of what they have lost,
so the idea of re-engaging may be met with initial resistance. Depression and emotional
numbness will also likely reduce an individual’s motivation to participate.
v

Difficulty remembering the traumatic event

Having difficulty remembering aspects of a traumatic event is not unusual. With the
hippocampus inhibited, trauma memories are not stored coherently or sequentially, and
individuals may have gaps in their memory of what happened. This can create difficulties for
them when their story comes under scrutiny in the process of applying for refugee status.
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Hyper arousal Symptoms
Hyper arousal Symptoms can be described as a chronic state of fight or flight. One
of the issues with post-traumatic stress is the brain continuing to trigger a fight or
flight response when it is no longer required. During a fight or flight response the
muscles tense, the heart beats more rapidly and breathing becomes shallower. The
longer fight or flight remains engaged, the more physically and emotionally
fatiguing it is for the the individual. Hyper arousal Symptoms can have a
detrimental impact on an individual’s capacity to function, interfering with their
ability to engage appropriately in day to day life both practically and socially.

v

Hyper vigilance

Many people who have experienced trauma develop an ongoing sense of being in danger.
They can often feel tense and on edge and may perceive sensory stimuli as a threat.
Unexpected sounds, touch or sights can result in them becoming startled, and they may take
an extended time to calm down.
v

Insomnia

Due to heightened levels of anxiety sleep can be elusive for people who have experienced
trauma. The epinephrine (adrenaline) in their body can make an individual feel restless and
they may be highly aware of sounds during the night setting them on edge. A lack of sleep
can increase their stress levels as well as leading to other health problems.
v

Irritability and Anger

Anger is common among people who have experienced trauma. Many of the symptoms they
experience can be very draining and frustrating. Those suffering can feel exhausted, out of
control and misunderstood.
v

Impulsivity and Aggression

Connected to this is a propensity towards impulsive behaviour. The parts of the brain that
limit and regulate emotional responses can be inhibited. As a result, an individual is less able
to exercise self-control. This can lead to violent and angry outbursts or to self-destructive
behaviour. Multiple studies have indicated significantly elevated levels of domestic violence
among combat veterans with PTSD. It is likely that the risk within refugee communities may
be similar, especially given the disempowering experience endured and prevalence of
domestic violence in some cultural groups.
v

Difficulty Concentrating

Due to the the inhibited operation of the pre-frontal cortex, the hyper vigilant response to
stimuli, and the experience of intrusive thought and memories, it can be very challenging for
individuals who have been through trauma to maintain focus. This difficulty in concentrating
presents a particular challenge for refugees who may have to learn a new language and go
through various complicated and unfamiliar procedures in order to make a new start.
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Somatic complaints
Often people with PTSD complain of physical pains or injuries that have no
apparent medical cause. These are known as somatic complaints. There is some
evidence of cross-cultural variance in the prevalence of post-traumatic somatic
complaints. People from less emotionally expressive cultures and languages may
be more likely to experience trauma through physical pain.

Common somatic complaints can include:
v

Cardiac
•
•

v

Gastrointestinal
•
•
•
•
•

v

Headaches
Dizziness
Vision changes
Paralysis or muscle weakness
Tremors

Urogenital
•
•
•
•
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Back pain
Joint pain
Pain in limbs

Neurological
•
•
•
•
•

v

Vomiting
Abdominal pain
Difficulty swallowing
Nausea
Bloating

Musculoskeletal
•
•
•

v

Palpitations
Chest pain

Pain during urination
Dyspareunia
Impotence
Irregular menstruation

Symptoms in Children
Experiencing trauma can radically change a child’s perception of the world
challenging their expectation of security and consistency. While children may
experience some of the same symptoms as adults there are some symptoms that
are specific to, or more prevalent in children.

v

Bed wetting

Traumatic events occurring in the lives of young children can impede the development of
bladder control. In slightly older children anxiety can cause bed-wetting to resume even after
the child has been dry for a number of months or years.
v

Forgetting how to talk

Many children do not have the language to express or process the emotions of what they
have experienced. As a result, children sometimes temporarily stop communicating
following a traumatic event.
v

Acting out the traumatic event

In order to try to emotionally process through their experiences children will often act out
the traumatic event in their play, or represent it in their drawings and paintings. While
ensuring they are not causing harm to themselves or others, it can be helpful to allow them
the opportunity to express themselves in this way.
v

Being unusually clingy

After experiencing trauma children often revert to behaviour that would normally be
expected of a younger child. An aspect of this can be becoming unusually clingy with adults.
This may relate to both their desire to re-establish a sense of security, and their reaction to
their parents’ response to the trauma.
v

Guilt

Children see themselves very much in the centre of their world. They can therefore feel a
sense of irrational responsibility when traumatic events happen disturbing their reality.
They may carry a burden of guilt for not be able to prevent the event, and they may interpret
their parents change in mood or behaviour as being a direct result of their actions,
reinforcing their sense of self blame.
v

Disruptive / disrespectful behaviors

Children and adolescents who have witnessed trauma are likely to develop emotional
difficulties that can manifest in outbursts of disruptive or aggressive behaviour. Refugee
children will experience the added stress of starting new schools where they may not know
anyone or understand what is going on. They may display disruptive behaviour as they are
unable to release pent up emotions in a healthy way.
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Suspended Grief
Alongside trauma many refugees will experience distressing loss. Some will have
seen friends or relatives die in their homeland or on their journey. Others will miss
the familiarity and connectedness of their own community, culture and family.
Despite this loss, many refugees struggle to express their grief. Working through
deep emotional pain can be immobilising. Time, space and safety are needed to
begin the process. Where circumstances do not permit this, people often bury or
suppress their emotions. Refugees are often subjected to a prolonged situation
without security, privacy or time. Each day they may face a new struggle. In order
to give them the best chance of survival, they cannot allow their emotions surface.
Once accustomed to suppressing their emotions, it can be very difficult for an
individual to find release. The pain pent up inside can feel too overwhelming for
them to let out, or they may feel that they should have moved on already so they
try to ignore it. Grieving, however, is a healthy and necessary process to go
through. Everyone needs time to properly grieve in order to receive comfort and
continue on with life. Where grief is suppressed individuals may struggle with
anger, irritability and depression.
For refugees who have been operating in survival mode, it can be hugely beneficial
to create the time and space for them where they feel safe to grieve. Activities such
as the ‘Reflective Journey’ can act as a useful prompt to help someone start to
express their emotions.
In providing emotional support to refugees it is important that there is capacity to
offer ongoing support. A supportive community can bring great comfort to those
grieving, but in some cases, grieving can lead to depression that may require
professional counselling or medication.
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Stages of Grief
Grieving takes time and rarely follows a linear process. Having an understanding
the grieving process can help empower an individual in their journey towards
regaining emotional strength.

v

Shock / Denial / Fear

-

Initial raised heart rate and breathing
Distress, anxiety; avoidance and isolation
No emotional response; numb; suppressed emotions;
Feelings of confusion; Unable to think clearly
Denial, avoiding the topic; difficulty processing the information.

How to help: Offer a supportive and listening ear, reassure emotional and physical
safety, and encourage development of a healthy daily routine
v

Anger / Sadness / Despair

-

Overwhelming sadness, discouragement and disappointment
Despair and loss of motivation
Resentment, anger, and vengeance
Intrusive thoughts and preoccupation

How to help: Invite to engage in supportive community, and continue promoting a
healthy and active structure / routine
v

Guilt / Shame

-

Discouragement, depressive moods,
Low motivation and energy
Shame, Stigma, Guilt
Relationships strained,

How to help: Continue to advocate supportive community, and a healthy and active
structure / routine.
v

Acceptance / Resolve

-

Feel tender, but no sting or strong pain; resolved about loss
Able to converse with others in general and safe ways about loss
Interests in daily life returns, renewed strength,
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Post-Migration Stress
The stress and anxiety related to the processes of adjusting to life in another
country can be just as harmful to refugees’ mental health and emotional wellbeing
as their exposure to trauma. Many arrive with unrealistic ideas of what life will be
like. The procedures to gain legal status are often tortuous, taking far longer than
most expect. The majority simply want to work or study and it can be hard for
them to understand why they are delayed in legally doing this. The predominant
felt need of refugees after their arrival is for a sense of purpose in their day to day
life. Where this is not offered refugees can feel depressed.
Navigating through all the necessary bureaucracy can be confusing and
frustrating. The language and culture are unfamiliar often leaving refugees feeling
overwhelmed. Waiting for the decision on their right to remain in a country can
lead to high levels of anxiety. Refugees have no control on the decision and often
have little awareness of the timeframe. They will usually be aware of others who
have had an asylum claim rejected or who are deported because of already being
registered in another country. The whole process can be very unnerving and may
be a constant source of worry.
Many refugees come from very communal societies and hope to find a similar
close-knit community in their new location. Their social expectation of community
may, however, be very different to that of people in the host culture. Arriving in a
more individualistic western nation can result in them feeling very lonely and
isolated. A lot want to build relationships with local people but they are not sure
where or how to do this. Some will end up spending most of their time with other
immigrants and refugees and only engage with locals when they are being met on
a professional basis.
These post-migration stress factors are detrimental in themselves. They also,
however, likely intensify and extend an individuals experience of trauma related
symptoms. A healthy and safe environment for processing through the memories
and emotions relating to trauma is essential. Finding an appropriate setting can be
a challenge for refugees.
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3: Positive Coping Strategies
Everyone who has experienced trauma tries to cope with the symptoms in
different ways. Some coping strategies are positive and promote recovery, while
others can be negative and detrimental in the journey towards healing. Usually the
positive coping strategies involve the individual taking active steps towards
managing their stress reactions. When they do this they assume a position of
power, often resulting in them feeling less helpless.
Negative coping strategies usually involve doing something to placate symptoms.
They may be effective in the short term but can often end up being harmful to the
individual and those close to them. Examples of negative coping strategies include
isolation, denial, self-harm, avoidance, and substance use.
Each person will likely develop individual ways of coping. Helping them to
identify, think through and even test what works for them can be constructive.
Strategies may include promoting healthy lifestyle adaptions or finding specific
actions they can take when they experience certain symptoms. Through this they
may identify ways to help them sleep, manage their anger, adapt to being less able
to concentrate, healthily express their emotions, and cope with re-experiencing
symptoms. General lifestyle changes may include keeping a regular bedtime
schedule, avoiding alcohol, tobacco and caffeine, (re)introducing enjoyable and
relaxing activities, exercising daily (not late in the evening though as this can make
getting to sleep more difficult), making a plan for each day and sticking to a
routine, breaking tasks down into smaller manageable chunks, engaging with
family and community and readily seeking advice and help from others.
For re-experiencing symptoms such as distressing thoughts, flashbacks or
nightmares, coping strategies include aspects of reorienting, relaxing and relaying.

Reorienting

Relaxing

Relaying

Reorienting is the process of a person reminding them self that they are safe now
and it was only a dream or memory, and remembering that it is normal to
experience symptoms after a traumatic event. This often involves finding ways to
feel grounded in the present after dreams or flashbacks that may seem real.
Helpful actions could include getting up, moving around, having a drink of water
or washing hands. A change in temperature can be helpful in physically connecting
a person’s senses with the concrete surroundings bringing their focus back to the
present. After re-experiencing symptoms people will often feel stressed and
anxious. Being able to calm down is therefore a useful aspect of learning to cope.
Calming involves finding ways to relax and lower the heart rate. Controlled
breathing exercises or soothing music may help. Finally relaying relates to
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confiding with someone about the experience. For various reasons it can be
tempting for people to keep their symptoms a secret. They may feel ashamed or
embarrassed, or they may not want to worry others. Having someone to share
with can be restorative in itself, lessening the sense of burden. When friends and
family are aware of what is going on they can offer understanding and assistance.
If available, it is also a good idea to also speak with a medical or mental health
professional. They may be able to offer advice, medication and therapy to help
with managing symptoms or moving towards recovery.

Relaxation Techniques
Fear can prevent people from breathing normally. In this state a person’s body
may not be getting enough oxygen. Lack of oxygen can create a sense of panic. As
a result, a person may experience pounding in the head, tense muscles, sweating,
shakiness and dizziness. When we breathe deeply in a controlled way the sense
panic can decrease.
Paced Breathing
Breathe in to the count of 3 and out to the count of 10 for 3-5 breaths, making
sure that you slowly and fully exhale.

Abdominal Breathing
When you breathe take in more oxygen by breathing down in your abdomen
instead of out through your chest wall.

Mental Breathing
Take a breath and trace the oxygen through your body stream until your whole
body is breathing, not just your lungs.

Four Square Breathing
Breathe in to 4, hold to 4, out for 4, pause for 4, and then repeat the whole
process.
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Progressive Muscle Relaxation
1.
2.

Take a seat, get comfortable, and take a few deep breaths
Face and Forehead: Begin by tensing the muscles in your face: tense the
muscles in your forehead and scalp by wrinkling your forehead and
frowning ... now relax and let your forehead be “smooth”
3. Eyes: Tense the muscles around your eyes by shutting your eyes tightly
together ... now relax and let your eyelids be smooth and let your eyes
“float” in their sockets
4. Cheeks and Jaws: Now tense the muscles in your cheeks and jaws by
gritting your teeth together firmly ... now relax, let your lips part slightly
and let your jaws “hang loose”
5. Neck: Moving to the muscles in your neck, tense the muscles by pressing
the back of your head against the chair as if you are looking up at the ceiling
... now relax and let your chin come down to your chest and rotate your
head side to side before returning your head to a comfortable position
6. Shoulders: Tense the muscles in your shoulders by shrugging your
shoulders upward towards your ears ... now relax and let the weight of
your arms bring your shoulders down into a slumped and relaxed
position
7. Hands and Forearms: Tense the muscles in your hands and forearms by
clenching your hands into fists ... now relax
8. Upper Arms: Now tense the muscles in your upper arms by bending your
arms at the elbow and “making a muscle” ... now relax
9. Back: Tense the muscles in your upper, middle and lower back by arching
your back away from the chair ... now relax
10. Chest: Tense the muscles in your chest by taking a deep breath and holding
it for about 5 seconds ... now slowly exhale ... another deep breath ... breath
out more air than you breathed in ... another deep breath ... slowly exhale
and then continue breathing normally
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4: Promoting Recovery
While therapy and medication may be necessary to help some individuals
struggling with acute symptoms resulting from their exposure to trauma, others
will naturally recover overtime. There are certain key factors and conditions that
can aid and accelerate the the journey towards recovery. Where possible, those
offering support to refugees should look to incorporate these principles in their
approach.
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Understanding & Normalising
The emotional anguish and mental health difficulties following a traumatic event
can be extremely distressing. Not only are the symptoms difficult to cope with, but
they are often compounded by a fear of being out of control. Individuals can often
feel subject to their intrusive thoughts, irrational anxiety and impulsive outbursts.
They may no longer feel able to determine their thoughts, emotions or actions.
This can sometimes lead them to conclude that they are losing their mind.
Helping someone understand how trauma impacts the brain can remove some of
the fear of experiencing symptoms. Knowledge is empowering. It gives an
individual an explanation for what they are going through, helping them see their
symptoms as being a natural response to trauma. This offers hope, allowing them
to identify themselves as being on a journey towards recovery. Understanding also
removes stigma. There is frequently a lot of shame surrounding mental health
problems and emotional issues. People are often embarrassed to admit their
personal struggle, and family members who suffer are sometimes hidden from
public view. A basic comprehension of what is happening physiologically in the
brain is hugely beneficial for traumatized people, their families and communities.
This understanding allows a change in mindset where the perception of mental
health conditions transfers from being something taboo, to being viewed in the
same way as any other physical injury or illness.
Closely connected to this is the idea normalizing symptoms. Normalizing is the
process of helping individuals to learn that what they are experiencing is to be
expected for someone who has faced their circumstances. This helps reduce
anxiety they may have about their symptoms, as well as offering solidarity and
comfort as they come to realize that others can relate to their situation. It also
gives them hope that they can make it through as other have passed through
before them. Rather than feeling like they are falling into a bottomless pit they
come to see themselves in tunnel that does not go on forever.
Take some time to think about how building understanding of the impact of
trauma and normalizing symptoms can inform your work with refugees.

?

How could this be incorporated in your support?
What new initiatives could you introduce to promote this?
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Routine & Control
Many refugees survive in situations of continued uncertainty where the structure
of their life has been severely disrupted. This can result in a lot of anxiety. Anxiety
can be a barrier to recovery and enhance symptoms resulting from exposure to
trauma. Creating living conditions that reduce stress and anxiety can therefore be
hugely beneficial. A lot of anxiety comes from not knowing what to expect. This
uncertainty can be emotionally and physically draining. Following a routine helps
give elements of life a greater sense of stability and structure. A routine also
encourages purposeful activity leading an individual to focus positively, engage in
improving their day to day life, and have less time to worry.
Many refugees also feel powerless. There are likely many parts of their life they
feel they have no control over. Their future seems like it is no longer in their hands.
They are often waiting for an indeterminate length of time for a change in
circumstances. There is so much that is unknown. Will they ever be able to go
home? Will they be able to stay where they are? Will they be able to move on to
the next country? Will they be granted legal status to remain? People are naturally
drawn to focus on these unknowns. This, however, can be stressful as they are
usually powerless to change these things. In order to reduce a person’s stress, it is
important that they engage with what they can do in the present, instead of only
worrying about the future. This focus gives them a sense of power, where they see,
maybe only in small ways, that they do have some control over aspects of their life.
It is easy for those supporting refugees to give all our attention to their
unresolvable problems. While empathizing with the pain and stress refugees
experience will include this, it is valuable to gently encourage them towards areas
of life where they can do something. In our programmes helping refugees we may
be able to include them in a way where they feel they are not just passive
recipients, but instead be empowered to play an active part.
Take some time to reflect on the support you offer refugees.

?
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What could you do to help bring more of a sense of routine?
What could you do to empower them to feel like they can have
influence and control?

Rest & Enjoyment
When encountering hurting people, so often we are drawn to focus on their
practical needs. We relate to them in a way that is preoccupied with what is
lacking. Our attention, and often theirs, is restricted to what we can fix or provide.
Our over-emphasis on their perceived deficiencies can, however, act to bolster
negative thoughts they may already have. Without knowing it, we may be feeding
anxiety or reinforcing a self perception of being a victim, an inconvenience, and
being incapable of doing anything about their situation themselves. While
addressing needs is important, we should not neglect the value of enjoyment.
The benefit of having fun goes far beyond a momentary escape from difficulties.
Promoting rest, relaxation and joy can be hugely constructive in helping people
recover from trauma. Simple relaxation techniques may be useful in helping some
people calm down when they are feeling on edge. Leisure activities can help them
expend nervous energy, generate positivity, create a sense of purpose, and reduce
their social isolation.
It can often be very difficult for people who have experienced trauma to relax.
After coming through a life and death situation, normal things in life can just seem
mundane and of little value. The experience they have been through can often
dominate their thinking making it hard for them to move on or slow down. With
so many pressing issues still unresolved, and so many people they know still in
danger, some people may feel uncomfortable at the prospect of participating in
enjoyable activities. The activities they previously found pleasurable may seem
trivial, insignificant or even a painful reminder of what they have lost. While this
avoidance may help them cope in the short term, it is doing nothing to aid their
long term recovery.
Incorporating rest and enjoyment into our approach for supporting refugees is
incredibly valuable. Think about your work in supporting refugees.

?

How can you create space for relaxation and rest?
What can you do to encourage participation in enjoyable
activities?

33

Stability & Security
Situations of instability and insecurity make people feel anxious. Given that
refugees often have little control over their own space and time, it can be beneficial
for those offering support to make safe spaces available to them. This may mean
allocating a peaceful area where they can relax, providing limited access spaces
for women and children, running activities to promote a sense of stability or
offering supervised children’s work to give parents some respite.
Many groups offering support are hesitant about encouraging refugees to process
their emotions. There can be good reason for this. Grief can feel overwhelming and
may make it difficult for people to engage with the challenges of daily life. If there
is no way of creating a safe space or ensuring sufficient time is available, it is
probably best not to try to encourage refugees to process their emotions.
However, as their situations become more permanent, providing space and time
encouraging reflection can be useful. An environment of stability and security is
essential for this.
Grieving is typically an intimate and vulnerable experience shared by family and
close community, and framed by culture. A sense of safety is often necessary for
people to be able to start to process their grief. Refugees who have been separated
from family, community and culture may struggle to find a setting where they feel
safe. Throughout their journey and even after their arrival they may be forced to
live in a shared space that offers little privacy. In such a setting they are unlikely
to be willing to show vulnerability and weakness so will usually try to keep their
emotions in check. Alongside this they face the ongoing challenges of daily life and
are often subjected to a complicated process of gaining legal status in which they
are given little indication of timeframe. Confronted by so much uncertainty it can
be hard for them to find a time or space where they feel stable enough to begin to
process their grief. Pent up emotions can, however, be damaging in the long run
leading to depression and anger. Think about the refugees you support.

?
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What could make the refugees you support feel more secure?
How can you help to safely and sensitively support them in their
grieving process?

Information & Advice
Refugees face multiple daunting challenges during their journey and throughout
the process of resettlement. Many of the procedures and requirements are
complicated, unfamiliar, and frequently not explained or communicated to them
clearly. Going through this can be overwhelming for anyone, but is even more so
for someone who has been exposed to trauma. Trauma often inhibits cognitive
processing and makes it very difficult for an individual to concentrate. Alongside
this, the ongoing anxiety, depression, or agitation often associated with trauma
can seem all consuming leaving people with little motivation to organize life, work,
school, and family.
Providing refugees with accurate information and supporting them through the
various requirements they face can be extremely valuable. Not understanding the
procedures and having no idea of the timeframe can leave many refugees feeling
powerless and disoriented. Knowledge is power, so the more refugees understand
the process in front of them, the more empowered they feel and the better they
are able to manage their expectations and prepare for what is ahead, lowering
their stress and anxiety.
In many circumstances it may be challenging for those supporting refugees to keep
up to date with changing or inconsistent policies and protocol, but every effort
should be made to be able to offer as much clear and accurate information as
possible.
It is also often beneficial to help refugees to break down the various tasks they are
confronted with into manageable chunks, and to be ready to patiently support
them one step at a time. Simply supporting them in prioritising the problems and
issues faced, addressing them one at a time, and beginning with the one that they
have the most control over, can make what seemed insurmountable suddenly
appear manageable. This offers hope and stability.
Think about the circumstances facing the refugees you support.

?

What information is most useful / empowering to be able to
communicate to refugees?
How can you effectively support them through the multiple
challenges they face?
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Community & Connection
Many refugees come from very communal societies. Their past experience can
result in an expectation of friendships and relationships at odds with the prevalent
individualism of their new host communities. Resettling, particularly in Europe or
North America, can be a very lonely experience for them, especially for those
separated from all their family and friends. A man from Afghanistan, now living in
Sheffield in the UK, described how challenging and peculiar he was finding the
process of building friendships with local people. He had tried to talk to his
neighbours with the expectation of being able to offer and receive hospitality, but
had been left with the perplexed impression that they had no interest in
establishing a connection.
While some refugees will likely be frustrated by the lack of deep communal
connections, others who have experienced trauma or are struggling with
depression, may have a tendency to withdraw and isolate themselves. This may be
their way of trying to cope or avoid painful reminders. Isolation can be detrimental
to their mental health and emotional wellbeing and can inhibit their progress
towards integration.
Sensitively encouraging them to engage with community and participate in group
activities can result in clear benefit. Through connecting with others they may feel
more understood as others can relate to their experience, they may be able to
share their burdens, and they may feel empowered to offer support themselves.
Group activities can also provide healthy distraction from the traumatic
experience or the problems ahead. This can help create a sense of control, purpose
and structure, reduce preoccupation with anxious thoughts and physically reduce
stress.
Think about the refugees you currently support.

?
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What expectations do the refugees you support have of
community and connection, and how can you help them to meet
this need?
How can you encourage those who may be withdrawing to
participate in group or community activities?

5: Reflective Journeys
Life Transitions Reflective Journeys are audio led interactive experiences
promoting emotional wellbeing for those who have been displaced due to war and
persecution. There are currently two Journeys available in multiple refugee
languages. For each journey the audio takes less than an hour to go through but
participants may take longer if they need. Participants are given headsets with
audio in their own languages guiding them through the four stations. The audio
consists of an introduction track explaining the process and a track corresponding
to each of the four stations.
The Resettlement Journey is designed for those starting to build new lives. It
gives refugees the space and opportunity to begin to process through the massive
changes they have endured in leaving their homelands, helping them come to
terms with the past, to accept the present and to look to the future.
The Resilience Journey is aimed at refugees still in camps, stuck in transition
countries or with uncertain legal status to remain where they are. The Journey
aims to build their resilience, while at the same time helping to normalise some
of the mental health symptoms they may be experiencing as a result of exposure
to trauma.

Outcomes
Both Journeys can result in multiple benefits for both refugees and their host
communities. The potential outcomes include:
•
Refugees develop a positive and hopeful outlook on the future
•
They are less isolated and find a welcoming community
•
They gain tools to build their resilience
•
They are empowered to view themselves in a more positive way
•
They begin to process difficult memories in a safe space
•
They can be invited to engage in other community initiatives
•
Those requiring additional support can be identified and referred on

The Venue
The venue should ideally be somewhere peaceful and comfortable where
participants can engage without distractions. The stations could all take place in
one room or could be spread around a building with different rooms used for
different stations. The Journeys can also be adapted for a family home, camp
setting or can be completed over a longer period on a station by station basis.
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What to do…
when participants become distressed?

Participants may be processing some painful and potentially traumatic memories.
Do not panic if and when participants show emotion. You do not need to interrupt
them immediately. If they become overly distressed or frightened, you can
sensitively remind them you are there. You can help them remove their
headphones if they want to and step out of the process for a break, maybe a glass
of water or some fresh air.
when participants experience flashbacks?

We do not expect the experience to trigger flashbacks, but when working with
traumatized people this can happen. If someone experiences flashbacks related to
trauma memories work on the principles of the three R’s
Relaxing - Stay with them, try to keep them calm and feeling safe, encourage them
to relax by breathing deeply.
Reorienting - Help them to ground and orientate themselves in the present by
letting them know where they are and who they are with. Encourage them to take
notice of their five senses: to look around and see the colours in the room, the
shapes of things, the people near; to Listen to the sounds in the room; their
breathing, traffic, birds, people, cars; to feel their body and what is touching it;
their clothes, their own arms and hands, the chair or floor supporting them.
Relaying – Encourage them to seek further support from a councilor, mental
health or medical professional if available, or if not to share with a trusted and
supportive friend or family member. If you are concerned for their physical
wellbeing contact emergency services.
when talking with participants at the end?

In Station 4 of both journeys there is an opportunity for those hosting the Journey
to talk with participants. This phase of the Journey is important as it gives
participants the opportunity to vocalize the experience making what they have
learned more significant in their memory. Some people will share openly and at
length, whereas others may not want to. Please be sensitive as you listen giving
participants space to share as much or as little as they choose. This time is
primarily for them to continue to process. Some people may prefer a quiet space
to think things through themselves. It is ok to sit with someone in silence even if
this can feel awkward. During this time, you can use the evaluation form to ask
about the feelings and thoughts they had through the experience but do not press
them to go into detail if they are unwilling. The hosts role is to listen and build
connections and to invite them to engage with ongoing support services where
they are available and appropriate.
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Resettlement Journey Overview
As the Resettlement Journey invites participants to engage in the process of grief,
it is important that their situation is stable enough to ensure they can experience
this safely. Often people who are still operating in survival mode are not ready to
start the grieving process. Those hosting this journey should ensure the space
used is appropriate, sufficient time is available, and they should be prepared to
offer follow on support where necessary. Hosts should also look to identify
referral pathways for individuals they identify who may benefit from professional
mental health services.

Equipment
The following equipment is needed to host the Resettlement Journey. Specific
quantities depend on the setting and the number of participants.
- MP3 players with uploaded Audio tracks
- String cut into 20 cm lengths
- Pebbles (3 per participant)
- Pumpkin or sunflower Seeds
- Laminated images of plastic houses
- Small open containers for bricks
- Refreshments

Introduction

- Headphones
- Laminated image of knots
- Coloring Pens
- Small deli / sauce containers
- Toy plastic bricks
- Greetings cards

Audio track 0

The aim of the introduction is to make participants feel welcome, to set their
expectations, to record their age, gender and nationality for monitoring purposes,
to set them up with the audio equipment so they are ready to start, and to manage
their flow into the experience
Instructions
1.
2.
3.
4.

Ensure MP3 players are charged and have the correct language tracks
loaded
Arrange headphones and MP3 players to be handed out
Explain to each participant how to operate the MP3 player
Record monitoring information from participants. (See Monitoring
form)
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Station 1: Normal Knots

Audio track 1

Trauma can effect people in a number of ways and many people naturally struggle
for sometime afterwards. It is often hard for people to talk about what they are
going through and many often assume no one else can relate to their
experience. This situation can be very frightening and lonely.
Station 1 aims to help normalise some of the usual symptoms of trauma that
participants may be experiencing. Using the illustration of a knot in a piece of
string, trauma symptoms are presented as the normal and expected outcome of
the journey the participant has been through. They are invited to tie knots in their
string while hearing about the different symptoms that can result from trauma.
They are then invited to untie the knots, one by one, noting that sometimes knots
comes loose naturally and at other times untying them can be challenging and may
require help.
Station Instructions
1.
2.
3.
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Set a laminated image of knots on a table or a wall
Arrange a number of 20 cm pieces of string near the image.
Reset the pieces of string as participants move on to the next station.

Station 2: Memorial Pebbles

Audio track 2

Many refugees have been in survival mode for so long they have not had the space
or time to grieve. These pent up emotions can be unhealthy. Station 2 aims to
facilitate remembrance, helping participants to commemorate and process the
dramatic transition they have experienced in a supported and safe environment.
Each participant takes three pebbles. One represents a painful memory, one a
memory of loss, and the final one, something they are thankful for. They write or
draw a representation of the specific memory on each pebble. The audio explains
it is good to carry the stones for a while, but there also comes a time to lay them
down. While they carry the stones the past remains a burden, but as they lay the
pebbles down they create a foundation on which to build for the future. The track
then instructs them to place their pebbles on a pile of others. They are told that
this is an altar; a place of mourning, thankfulness and hope, marking the end of
one season and the beginning of another.
Station Instructions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Set up table or floor space with a pile of pebbles and marker pens
Create a clear separate pile of the pebbles to symbolize an altar
Fill small containers / packets with seeds (15+ in each)
Arrange seed pots near the altar.
Restock seeds as necessary ensuring there are enough for each
participant to take a packet.
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Station 3: Rebuilding

Audio track 3

Due to war and persecution refugees have been forced to abandon their old lives
to make a new start in an unfamiliar country. Many will feel a deep sense of loss
and hopelessness as they compare their old lives to their present circumstances.
Station 3 aims to demonstrate to the participants that even though they may never
regain their old life they still have the potential to build a future.
The participant sits at a table. Around the table are pictures of toy buildings and
in front of the participant is a box of plastic building bricks. The audio track tells
them that the structures they see in the pictures represent their former life and
the box represents the present. When they look down and see the box in front of
them it can feel like it is all broken rubble and far removed from the pictures they
see. The audio instructs them to take out one brick and to observe it. The brick is
unbroken. It is whole. It still has the potential to be part of a new construction. The
participants are then invited to build a new structure with the Lego bricks thinking
about the different aspects of their life as they do it.
Station Instructions
1.
2.
3.
4.
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Set up images of images of toy plastic houses around a table or floor
space
Prepare multiple open containers of plastic bricks (75 bricks per
container)
Give each participant one container
Restock the containers as needed for the next participants coming
through

Station 4: Welcome

Audio track 4

Many refugees can feel isolated both as a result of being separated from friends
and family and as an coping mechanism for dealing with PTS, anxiety and
depression. Connecting and building friendships within the local community will
help them with both their emotional wellbeing and with navigating the
practicalities of living in a new country.
Station 4 aims to facilitate this connection between refugees and the local
community. Each participant then receives a welcome card containing a personal
message from a local resident. The participants are then offered a drink of tea and
coffee and invited to meet local people, other participants and team members and
given the opportunity to share from their experience.
Station Instructions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Prior to event arrange for welcome messages to be written in welcome
cards by local people and volunteers
Set out the welcome cards on a table or desk for participants to take
Prepare culturally appropriate refreshments to be offered
It may be best to serve the tea and coffee away from the other stations
so as not to distract those still going through the process.
Complete evaluation form with each participant
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Resilience Journey Overview
The Resilience Journey consists of 4 stations designed to normalise trauma
symptoms, build resilience and encourage positive coping. Participants are given
headsets with audio in their own languages guiding them through the four
stations. It takes less than an hour to go through the audio.

Equipment
The following equipment is needed to host the Resettlement Journey. Specific
quantities depend on the setting and the number of participants.
- MP3 players with uploaded Audio tracks
- String cut into 20 cm lengths
- Paper cups (1 per participant)
- Colouring pens
- Laminated images of plastic houses
- Greetings cards (Solidarity)

Introduction

- Headphones
- Laminated image of knots
- Cardboard box
- Toy plastic bricks
- Small open containers for bricks
- Refreshments

Audio track 0

The aim of the introduction is to make participants feel welcome, to set their
expectations, to record their age, gender and nationality for monitoring purposes,
to set them up with the audio equipment so they are ready to start, and to manage
their flow into the experience
Instructions
1.
2.
3.
4.
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Ensure MP3 players are charged and have the correct language tracks
loaded
Arrange headphones and MP3 players to be handed out
Explain to each participant how to operate the MP3 player
Record monitoring information from participants. (See Monitoring
form)

Station 1: Normal Knots

Audio track 1

Trauma can effect people in a number of ways and many people naturally struggle
for sometime afterwards. It is often hard for people to talk about what they are
going through and many often assume no one else can relate to their
experience. This situation can be very frightening and lonely.
Station 1 aims to help normalise some of the usual symptoms of trauma that
participants may be experiencing. Using the illustration of a knot in a piece of
string, trauma symptoms are presented as the normal and expected outcome of
the journey the participant has been through. They are invited to tie knots in their
string while hearing about the different symptoms that can result from trauma.
They are then invited to untie the knots, one by one, noting that sometimes knots
comes loose naturally and at other times untying them can be challenging and may
require help.
Station Instructions
1.
2.
3.

Set a laminated image of knots on a table or a wall
Arrange a number of 20 cm pieces of string near the image.
Reset the pieces of string as participants move on to the next
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Station 2: Support Finder

Audio track 2

When trapped in an undesirable situation it is easy to focus on the negative and to
see yourself as a victim. This can make people feel powerless. Feeling powerless is
detrimental to mental health and emotional wellbeing. It increases stress and
anxiety, sapping motivation and resilience.
Station 2 aims to help participants identify where their strength is. They are given
a paper cup and asked to write or draw on it the different things that have helped
them to survive. This includes personal characteristics, relationships and
activities. They then slide their cup under a box that is supported by other cups.
Their cup now forms one of the pillars holding the box up. This demonstrates that
the factors they have written will continue to support them, and at the same time
they can help to support others. This station aims to build self-esteem and
encourages a proactive mind-set to engage with the present situation.
Station Instructions
1.
2.
3.
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Set up a box balanced on top of 3 or 4 paper cups. (You may wish to write
or draw on the cups first).
Near the box place a stack of paper cups and some coloring pens
Make sure the box remains supported by cups but ensure there is always
space for those coming to the station to position their cup under the box

Station 3: One brick at a time

Audio track 3

The future many refugees hope for seems unattainable. Many are stuck in camps
living in difficult conditions, others remain trapped in countries they hoped to be
able to pass through, and still more wait for unknown lengths of time for legal
status to be granted allowing them to start building a life. Many are hesitant to do
anything in the meantime. It often does not seem worthwhile to them.
In Station 3 participants are encouraged about the value of improving their
present circumstance in the small ways they are able. They are presented with a
picture of a toy house and a small box of bricks. There are not enough bricks to
build that house, but the bricks they do have can build a smaller structure. It may
not be all they hoped for, but in building at all, even with the limited number of
bricks available, they are improving the situation. This station aims to manage
expectations and encourages refugees to focus on making the most of the present
rather than dwelling on the past or waiting for the future.
Station Instructions
1.
2.
3.
4.

Set up an image of a toy plastic house on a table or floor space
Prepare small open containers of Lego bricks (roughly 20 bricks per
container)
Re-stock containers with bricks as new participants come
Allow a respectful amount of time to pass after participants have left the
station before taking down their construction if necessary
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Station 4: Solidarity

Audio track 4

Many refugees can feel forgotten by the world. Many feel that everything is against
them and no one is on their side. The transition from leaving their homeland to
finding a new home can be very lonely.
Station 4 aims to facilitate connection between refugees and those around the
world who want to communicate solidarity. Each participant receives a card
containing a personal message from someone saying they are thinking of them and
standing with them. The participants are then offered a drink of tea or coffee and
invited to meet volunteers, other participants and team members and given the
opportunity to share from their experience.
Station Instructions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
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Prior to event arrange for Solidarity messages to be written in cards
Set out the cards on a table or desk for participants to take
Prepare culturally appropriate refreshments to be offered
t may be best to serve the tea and coffee away from the other stations so
as not to distract those still going through the process.
Complete evaluation form with each participant

