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Background

· Research on the mental health status of political refugees has focused

primarily on understanding the etiological role of pre-migration, war-related 

experiences in the development of PTSD and Major Depressive Disorder 

(MDD), the two most frequently documented psychiatric syndromes in 

studies of refugee populations (Kinzie et al., 1986, 1989; Mitchulka, 

Blanchard, & Kalous, 1998; Mollica et al., 1998; Weine et al., 1998).  

· While exposure to the violence and destruction of armed conflict clearly dangers people’s mental health, numerous clinical reports, together with a 

small number of empirical studies, suggest that the experience of exile may 

itself account for a significant amount of the variance in the patterns of 

psychological distress so commonly seen in refugees (Beiser et al., 1989; 

Gonsalves, 1990; Gorst-Unsworth & Goldenberg, 1998; Miller et al., under 

review ; Pernice & Brook, 1996). 

· To date, however, we still have a limited understanding of exile-relate

stressors and their impact on the psychological well-being of refugees.  

The present study utilized a combined qualitative-quantitative approach, 

semi-structured interviews, to examine stressors associated with the 

experience of exile among a sample of Bosnian refugees currently living in 

Chicago.

Methods

Participants were clients attending either the Bosnian Mental Health Program

(BMH), at the time the country’s largest mental health program specifically

designed to serve Bosnian refugees, or its sister program, the Refugee Mental

Health Program (RMH).  28 program clients participated in the present study, 19 women and 9 men.  Mean age was 49.37 years, mean number of months in the US was 8.63.  Program clients were invited to participate in the study based on consecutive admission to the program, and received a small stipend for their participation.

Table 1.  Demographics

	
	Age
	Sex
	Months in USA
	Employed Part or Full Time

	N=28


	Mean=49.37

SD=10.02
	Female=68%

Male=32%
	Mean=8.63

SD=15.36
	None


· All participants completed a 90 minute semi-structured interview that focused
on 3 primary domains: life in pre-war Bosnia, the journey of exile, and life in 

Chicago.   Interviews were conducted using a bilingual Bosnian interpreter.
· Participants also completed a brief Bosnian language questionnaire that 
assessed the salience of several exile-related variables.
· Interview data were coded and analyzed using NUD*IST v.4, a qualitative
data management program.  Questionnaire data were analyzed with SPSS for 

Windows, v.9.
Results

Participants identified a constellation of commonly experienced exile-related

stressors during the interviews.  Several of these stressors are listed below, along

with illustrative comments from the interviews.

· Social Isolation and the Loss of Social Networks
I need more company.  I miss that.  I feel alone, lonely. Sometimes I'm not able to watch TV or I'm not able to read.  Sometimes I feel that I miss company.

(Do you feel lonely or isolated at times?) Always. It's always in my soul. I don't have any family members but my sons.  Maybe if there were someone else, I would feel better.  I have one neighbor here from Bosnia. Sometimes I eat by myself, sometimes with the children, and sometimes with someone who comes to visit with us…but people usually work, and they don't have time.  
I don’t know. I simply don’t have friends here.  Maybe I’m too old to make new friends.  I am not able to adjust in a new environment…I’m not able to find new friends like I had at home. 

· A Lack of Sufficient Income for Adequate Housing, and other Basic Necessities
We had some public aid, some food stamps, but it wasn't enough.  For food, it was enough but it wasn't enough.  We had $285 cash money, and we were supposed to pay $520 for rent.  And, we didn't have enough money for the other things.  We are always in debt. 

I had problems with very high rent, that’s why I changed my apartment, and I took a very bad apartment because it was less expensive and I was supposed to pay almost all my

income for an apartment, for the rent.  My apartment is so bad that the rain comes in when it’s raining.  And I live on the third floor, so it’s too many stairs for me because I’m not able to go up stairs.  I have difficulty. I would like to have a nice apartment with nice things inside. Now when I enter my apartment and see many different things from the garbage, and I see my broken walls, I really – I just feel very bad. 
· The Loss of Valued Social and Occupational Roles

I was very active.  I used to go with my friends to hunt, and Sundays I used to play soccer.  I was a professional soccer player for 10 years, and then I was the president of the soccer club for years.  And as I said, I was always active…I was a civil engineer for 20 years…and for at least 14 years, I was an officer of the court.

(One of the things that sounds really different, is that in Bosnia it sounds like you were the head of the household, that you supported the family, and then you had a lot of freedom to entertain. But here, you are more dependent on your son and it has almost been a reversal of roles…?) Right, yes, I feel that way really.  I feel like I am a guest.  When we buy a house, I will have my own room, then I will feel like the head of my family again in that space.  Right now, we have just one separate room, the bedroom.  And 

I cannot receive guests or host guests in the bedroom. 
· Separation from Loved Ones

My grandchildren were interested in coming here and visiting me.  But I didn't have money to buy airplane tickets for them.  So they haven't come. It’s been very hard.  I cry very often…I call them every Sunday, and I cry here and they cry over there. 

Many of my family members were killed during the war, but thank God nobody from my close family was killed.  We are re-settled to everywhere…It’s difficult to me.  I haven’t seen my brother for seven years. And, my sister-in-law, the wife of my second brother who is dead, and his two children – live in Spain.  And, I haven’t seen the children for seven years.

· The Loss of Life Projects 

The most difficult thing is that we tried to build something all our lives, and then we lost everything.

When I was in Bosnia, I had a will for everything – for work and for everything. Now, I have lost my will.  It is enough to just have food and to have just something for my                                                            children.  I really don't have any goals here.  And I had all that in Bosnia.

· Health Problems

We really got through horrible things.  And I lost my mother, and we were in the concentration camp too, and many things happened to us…We were there for 18 days because my husband paid for us to be released…I was beaten there, and I have headaches because of that very often.

I was healthy in Bosnia always.  

I didn't know how it is to be sick. But here, I can say there is not one day without some kind of pain. I have headaches.  My left side hurts me around the heart. 
· A Lack of Meaningful Activities

My days are almost the same.  Usually, I don’t sleep during the night.  

I get up early in the morning, and I leave home.  I go to have cup of coffee in the 

Golden Nugget. Always the same place, everyday, then I go back home.  I’m not able to 

stay in home for a long time, so I leave home again.  I walk, and I go back.           

Usually, I am bored.  I wait for the time to go to pick my children up. Sometimes I go out, take a walk, or go visit someone, go for coffee, or someone comes to visit us. During the summer, I used to go down to the lobby of our building and meet the other people.  We talk. 

· A Lack of Environmental Mastery
It is very difficult.  It’s very difficult when you go out and you are not able to communicate – when you go to the doctor or when you go shopping, and you are not able to communicate.  Life was very hard…  We got just a little help – social support for just two months, and after that we were on our own…My husband worked, and I worked too for a while, until I burned my hand.  I was supposed to work in one hotel, but in order to reach there, I was supposed to take three buses, and I didn’t know how to do that.  So, I used to sit down and cry.

The city is very big, and I don’t drive.  I am afraid.  I’m not able to make new friendships, and I’m always dependent, I always depend on someone to drive me or to take me somewhere. It’s hard because I was a completely independent person. I go shopping, but I don’t go by myself.  I go always with someone, or my son buys the food.   If I have to go, then I never go by myself.  

Results from the Experience of Exile Questionnaire

To what extent is each of the following currently a source of distress for you? 

1=not at all a source of distress

7=highly distressing







Mean




SD
1.
Being separated from family members who are not in Chicago.





5.04




2.32

2.  
The death or disappearance of family members during the war.





6.19




2.00

3.
Your financial situation.

















4.70




2.38




4.
Your housing situation.

















3.92




2.49

5.
Your physical health.


















5.27




2.07

6.
Your psychological health (your emotional well-being).







5.42




1.92


7.
A lack of close friendships.
















4.85




2.38





8.
Spending too much time alone.















4.27




2.18

9.
The kind of work you do or the fact that you are not working. 





3.73




2.15

10.
Difficulties communicating in English.












4.85




1.93

11.
The way you have been treated by staff members at public agencies.



3.09




2.56

12.
The way you get along with family members here.









1.31




  .88

13. Memories of violence or destruction experienced during the war.




6.65




  .89


Discussion

The results of the Experience of Exile Questionnaire are consistent with the

interview data.  Taken together, these data suggest that the participants in this

study were struggling to cope not only with psychological trauma related to their

experience of the war in Bosnia, but also with a wide range of stressful

phenomena related to adapting to life in exile.

The results of this study underscore the salience of exile-related stressors as they

affect the psychological well-being of refugees.  These data suggest that mental

health interventions for refugees are likely to be most effective when they target

ongoing sources of distress rooted in the experience of exile, as well as the

psychological sequellae of exposure to the violence and destruction of wartime

experiences.  
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