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Preventing stress among 
refugees 

In refugee camps, the 
refugees are often obliged to 
protect themselves from 
bandits, shelling or landmines. 
A simple preventive measure 
is to create as safe an 
environment as possible, 
especially in camps with a 
majority of women and 
children. 

Post-traumatic stress syndrome 
can theoretically be prevented 
by eliminating traumatic events 

or by reducing their impact. But the 
psychological consequences of 
disasters such as war often affect so 
many people that current models of 
clinical psychology and psychiatry 
are inadequate to deal with them. A 
public mental health approach based 
on community action is needed to 
take on stress problems on this enor
mous scale. 

A large international collabora
tive programme is currently being 
tested among refugee populations in 
a number of African and Asian 
countries, while similar initiatives 
are being prepared in Europe. The 
programme has been set up by 
IPSER-Amsterdam (the Institute for 
Psychosocial and Socio-Ecological 
Research) in collaboration with 
WHO. It is carried out mainly by 
local personnel, but if a country or 
organization requires professional 
expertise from abroad, the 
programme recruits international 
professionals who can support the 
national staff. At present the pro
gramme is being implemented 
through government and non govern
mental agencies in Cambodia, 
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An orphaned war refugee in Mozambique seeks help at the hospital 

Ethiopia, Gaza, Mozambique and 
Uganda, and among the Tibetans in 
India and the Bhutanese in Nepal. 

Psychological preventive inter
ventions designed and carried out at 
the level of the community focus on 
security and empowerment, in the 

sense of decreasing dependency, 
stimulating rural development and 
strengthening social support. 

After surviving a natural disaster 
or escaping from a war zone, sur
vivors are often further traumatized 
by attacks from bandits, shelling, 
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A knitting proiect organized in a Nepalese refugee camp provides women with a small income and helps to relieve psychological stress . 

ambushes or landmines. In refugee 
camps, the relief workers and expa
triates often live in protected areas, 
while the refugees are obliged to 
protect themselves. A simple pre
ventive measure is to create as safe 
an environment as possible, espe
cially in camps with a majority of 
women and children. 

Head trauma is common among 
victims of war and torture, and its 
consequences are often hard to 
differentiate from post-traumatic 
stress syndrome. From a medical 
point of view, security measures can 
reduce both the neuropsychiatric and 
the psychological consequences of 
head trauma. 

Dependency syndrome 
Refugee camps easily become "total 
institutions" to the point where a 
dependency syndrome may develop 
which reinforces the helplessness 
that quickly emerges in the wake of 
war or natural disaster. This can 
happen especially in camps that 
reproduce the authoritarian regimes 

from which the refugees escaped. 
Refugees should be seen as resilient 
people living in cultures that have 
often developed ingenious coping 
strategies. By empowering the 
refugees, the IPSER programme 
tries to break the vicious circle of 
disempowerment; for example, it 
tries to stimulate women and men to 
engage in the management and 
administration of the area; they are 
involved in the organization of tasks 
in the camp including such primary 
health care activities as filling in 
vaccination cards, ensuring hygiene, 
helping with health education, dis
tributing food and helping with 
education. 

Another important example of 
stress prevention at the community 
level is the stimulation of rural 
development, especially among 
populations that have been displaced 
for long periods of time. Rural 
development helps to restore a sense 
of control and to create a perspective 
for the future. It also fosters self
reliance by stimulating a sustainable 
agricultural system and by generat
ing income for refugees. This can be 

done by setting up small-scale tech
nological projects and by vocational 
skills training (such as palm-oil 
presses, leather handicraft, fishing, 
or pottery), improving the water 
supply, diversifying food and cash 
crops, or reforestation. 

Working with children 
Children and their mothers consti
tute about 50% to 70% of the 
world's refugee population, espe
cially in less technologically ad
vanced countries. 

Preventive interventions include 
promoting the well-being of children 
who have suffered intense trauma. 
Non-professionals can play an 
important role and are quite capable 
of running a variety of activities for 
children, including games, role
playing, drawing, writing and telling 
stories, music and puppet theatre. 

Another aim of the programme is 
the selective prevention of disturbed 
personality development among 
children. Those with potentially 
chronic disorders such as silent 
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withdrawal and mutism, hyperactiv
ity with violent behaviour, or chronic 
regression to an earlier developmen
tal stage are of particular concern. 
The programme can help them by 
supporting the social network, 
strengthening existing coping skills, 
and training schoolteachers. Ideally, 
orphans or children from disrupted 
families should be accommodated 
within their extended families or 
with foster families, while at the 
same time efforts are made to deter
mine whether one or both parents are 
still alive. 

Since teachers have daily contact 
with the children, they get additional 
training to identify children with 
serious problems and to develop 
skills to help them. However, the 
teachers, and often health workers as 
well, may themselves be so seriously 
traumatized that they have difficulty 
in helping their pupils, so the partici
pants in the training programme first 
have to learn to work through their 
own trauma. 

Using existing resources 

One simple intervention that has an 
important preventive effect is to 
improve the basic physical aspects of 
the camp. This includes ensuring 
that there is enough water, curbing 
overcrowding, setting aside land to 
grow vegetables, making diets more 
varied, and draining or irrigating the 
terrain. Similarly, teachers can begin 
education programmes for children 
and adults, primary health care 
workers can provide basic health 
care, and traditional birth attendants 
can assist in deliveries and birth 
control. The programme encourages 
religious leaders and healers to 
undertake ceremonies and rituals, 
and musicians, dancers and story
tellers to organize leisure activities. 

It is important for relief workers 
to identify victims of rape. They 
receive training on respecting confi
dentiality, on dealing with the possi
bility that the victim has contracted a 
sexually transmitted disease, on 
ending the social isolation of the 
victim, and on organizing support 
groups. 
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In Pakistan, a refugee from Afgonistan receives training in car repair. Learning such skills reduces 
the risk of refugees becoming dependent on outside help. 

The programme uses a train-the
trainer approach, with trainees gradu
ally becoming trainers themselves, 
learning how to set up a public men
tal health programme, how to design 
a psychosocial and rural develop
ment programme, and how to adapt 
activities to the local culture. Part of 
this training is based on the WHO/ 
UNHCR manual on refugee mental 
health. 

Experience has shown that pre
vention of post-traumatic stress 
syndrome in refugee situations is 
both feasible and necessary. 
However, training primary care 
workers, teachers or relief workers 
cannot alone compensate for the lack 
of psychosocial and mental health 
professionals that still exists in most 
post-war situations. 

A final comment: mental health 
professionals often feel that they 
should avoid taking any political 
position when war or genocide oc
curs. Many prefer to provide therapy 
instead of making their views known 
to the national or international com
munity. Although this attitude may 
be professionally and politically 
correct, many colleagues have valu
able information to impart on human 
rights violations or the consequences 

of wars. In combination with their 
insight into the psychological mech
anisms of escalating conflicts, they 
possess a powerful means of sensi
tizing politicians and the community 
at large. • 
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