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Abstract
Introduction In 2015, there was a high influx of refugees to Sweden, creating an extreme situation where individuals were 
forced to remain in large housing facilities for long periods. The present study aims to describe the mental health and quality 
of life of these individuals.
Methods Data, based on 510 individuals, were obtained by means of a questionnaire at open screenings conducted at or 
nearby refugee housing facilities. Of the participating refugees, 367 were asylum seekers and 143 had received a residence 
permit but were still awaiting a more permanent housing solution. The questionnaire included measures of depressive 
symptoms (PHQ-9), symptoms of anxiety (GAD-7), risk of having post-traumatic stress disorder (PC-PTSD), and quality 
of life (WHOQOL-BREF).
Results Of the total sample, 56–58.4% reported clinically significant levels of symptoms of depression, anxiety and risk of 
having PTSD. Prevalence estimates were higher among asylum seekers than among those who had received their residence 
permit. Quality of life was generally rated below population norms and correlated negatively with mental health outcomes.
Conclusions Individuals residing in refugee housing facilities show high levels of psychological distress and rate their qual-
ity of life as low. Asylum seekers score higher than those having received a residence permit. These results are troublesome 
since the wait time for asylum decisions has lengthened considerably after 2015. The results of the present study calls for 
the urgency of societal actions to shorten the asylum process and improve conditions at the housing facilities.
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Introduction

In the end of 2015, 65.3 million individuals around the 
world were forcibly displaced from their homes. Although 
the majority was hosted in camps and temporary housings 
in neighboring countries, Europe saw a great increase of 
refugees. Sweden was one of the European countries that 
received most asylum seekers per habitant [1]. The large 

influx of refugees during these years put great stress on 
receiving systems and reception was all but perfect. For 
example, The Swedish Migration Agency reports that in 
Sweden, the mean time before an asylum application was 
approved or rejected went from 142 days in 2014 to 392 days 
in march 2017 (personal communication, March 28, 2017). 
Moreover, between the years 2015–2017, the majority of 
asylum seekers were accommodated in large, institutional-
like housing facilities. Even after having received a positive 
decision on the asylum application, many refugees remained 
in asylum housings for a long time, waiting for a decision of 
placement to a municipality. Thus, refugees stayed in these 
facilities over long periods, waiting for a decision about their 
future. Little research has been conducted to study refugees 
under these conditions.

Several studies report higher levels of mental health 
problems [2–5] and lower self-rated quality of life [6, 7] 
among refugees when compared to the general population. 
For example, Bogic et al. [2] showed prevalence estimates 
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ranging from 2.3 to 80% regarding depression, from 4.4 to 
86% regarding PTSD and from 20.3 to 88% for unspecified 
anxiety in studies of refugees affected by war. This could be 
compared to prevalence estimates in the general population 
for mood disorders ranging between 3.4 and 8.4%, between 
4.3 and 10.9% for anxiety disorders [8] and at 1.1% for post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) [9]. In the Swedish general 
population, higher estimates have been found with a point 
prevalence of 5.2% for depression, 8.8% for generalized anx-
iety [10] and a lifetime prevalence of 5.6% for PTSD [11].

The variation in prevalence rates among studies of refu-
gee mental health is certainly due to methodological issues 
[4], but also to refugee characteristics such as region of ori-
gin [2, 4]. The main countries of origin of refugees in 2014 
and 2015 were Syria, Afghanistan and Somalia [1]. These 
groups are scarcely represented in the literature on refugee 
mental health, which predominantly includes individuals 
from Southeast Asia [2, 3]. Since the outbreak of the war 
in Syria in 2011, some studies have provided insight in the 
mental health status of Syrian refugees [12–17] and a few 
recent studies, e.g., Nosè et al. [18], have included refugees 
of various nationalities. However, the broader community of 
refugees arriving to Europe in 2015 and forward has not yet 
been thoroughly studied. Moreover, only a few studies have 
highlighted the importance of residence status. Nevertheless, 
those studies indicate poorer mental health among asylum 
seekers compared to resettled refugees [19, 20].

The group of refugees arriving in the aftermath of the 
refugee crisis in 2015 was a heterogeneous group, but they 
shared the conditions they were met with in the host coun-
tries. In order to meet the needs of incoming asylum seekers 
and support transition into a new society, there is a need for 
extended knowledge on this group of refugees.

In the light of these facts, the primary aim of the current 
study was to assess the mental health status and quality of 
life in a heterogeneous sample of refugees residing in hous-
ing facilities provided by the Swedish Migration Agency. In 
order to do this, a cross-sectional study was conducted in the 
region Jämtland Härjedalen, Sweden.

Methods

Design

The study was a cross-sectional survey conducted mainly in 
housing facilities for asylum seekers. Assessing the preva-
lence of mental health problems among refugees was part of 
the AMIR project (Assessment of Mental Health and early 
Intervention for Refugees), aiming to develop a model for 
assessment and treatment of mental health problems among 
refugees. The project was carried out in collaboration with 

the county council of Jämtland Härjedalen and was approved 
by the regional ethical committee (2016-364-31).

Sampling procedure and recruitment

In this study, a convenience sampling method was used. We 
aimed to include all adult asylum seekers (18 years old or 
older) in the region speaking any of the five most common 
refugee languages (Arabic, Dari, Farsi, Somali and Tigrinya) 
residing in facilities provided by the Swedish Migration 
Agency, in the region of Jämtland-Härjedalen.

A letter, translated to their first language, was sent to all 
adult asylum seeking refugees in the region speaking any 
of the aforementioned languages (N = 1265), inviting them 
to participate in the study. Lists of asylum seekers were 
provided by the migration agency. Asylum seekers are a 
“hard-to-reach” group [21] and due to this it was deemed 
unlikely that a sufficient response rate would be reached only 
by means of a postal survey. Potential participants were in 
the letter asked either to answer the questionnaire online by 
following a link, or to attend a scheduled screening meeting 
at or nearby their housing facility.

To be able to include refugees speaking other languages 
and to remind individuals who had missed the screening 
meeting at their housing facility of the possibility to par-
ticipate online, a second letter was sent out. Now including 
all adult asylum seekers in the region regardless of mother 
tongue, this resulted in a final sample of 1332 individuals. 
In the second letter, it was made clear that those who had 
already answered the survey should not take it again.

Participants

The sample consisted of refugees 18 years old or older cur-
rently seeking asylum or who had been granted asylum but 
were still living in facilities provided by the Swedish Migra-
tion Agency (hereafter referred to as “individuals with RP” 
RP for “residence permit”), residing in the region Jämtland-
Härjedalen in the period of November 2016 to April 2017. In 
total, the selected sample consisted of 1332 individuals. Of 
these, 577 (43%) individuals participated in the study. Due to 
incomplete answers, 66 individuals were excluded resulting 
in a total sample of 510 (38% of 1332) participants, of which 
14 individuals completed the survey online.

Procedure

In order to get assistance with advertising the screening-
meetings, we reached out to housing facility managers 
and volunteers in close contact with the asylum seekers. 
Meetings were held at places housing more than 30 asy-
lum seekers with the target languages. During meetings, 
participants were asked to answer the survey on-site using 
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an I-Pad. Sound support was offered in Arabic, Dari, Farsi 
and Tigrinya. Bilingual staff members offered assistance in 
answering the survey during the meeting. Since the ques-
tions concerned mental health issues, information about how 
to access health care was provided for individuals experienc-
ing symptoms. The information was given both verbally, by 
the bilingual project personnel, and in translated leaflets.

Instruments

All instruments were chosen with regard to psychometric 
properties, transcultural validity, brevity and previous use 
in refugee populations. Depressive symptoms was meas-
ured with the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) [22]. 
PHQ-9 is an instrument designed to detect depression in 
primary care. It has nine items, each one is scored from 0 
to 3, total score 27. A cut-off for major depressive disorder 
has been set at a score of ≥ 10. Since the PHQ-9 corresponds 
to the DSM criteria for depression, it can also be used with 
a diagnostic algorithm. A diagnosis is made if five or more 
of the nine depressive symptoms are scored ≥ 2 and one of 
these symptoms is anhedonia or depressed mood. The instru-
ment has been used in a wide range of cultures, including 
both refugee populations [17] and the Swedish general popu-
lation [10]. Its use with refugee populations is recommended 
by Sweden’s National Board of Health and Welfare [23]. 
Cronbach’s α in the present sample was 0.87.

Symptoms of anxiety was measured by General Anxiety 
Disorder 7, GAD-7 [24]. GAD-7 is an instrument originally 
developed to screen for generalized anxiety disorder. It con-
sists of seven items scored 0–3, total score maximum 21. To 
diagnose generalized anxiety disorder, a cut-off has been set 
to ≥ 10. However, it is frequently used to assess severity of 
anxiety symptoms more generally in primary care settings. 
For that purpose, a cut-off of ≥ 8 is used [25]. The instru-
ment has good psychometric properties and has been used 
both in refugee populations [26] and in the Swedish general 
population [10]. Cronbach’s α in the present sample was 
0.91.

Risk for PTSD was measured by the Primary Care PTSD 
Screen (PC-PTSD) [27] which is a 4-item screener for post-
traumatic stress. It consists of four questions regarding 
avoidance, intrusions, arousal and emotional numbing. Each 
question is answered either yes or no. PC-PTSD is com-
prehensive to individuals with limited reading skills. It has 
acceptable psychometric properties [28] and has been used 
in various populations, including refugees [29]. Its use with 
refugees is recommended by Sweden’s National Board of 
Health and Welfare [23]. Cronbach’s α in the present sample 
was 0.69.

Quality of life was measured by the World Health Organi-
zation Quality of Life—brief version WHOQOL-BREF 
[30] which is an instrument developed by the World Health 

Organization as a transcultural measure of quality of life and 
health. It is a 26-item short version of the WHOQOL-100 
[31] that is scored from 1 to 5 and shows good psychometric 
properties [32]. The WHOQOL-BREF assesses physical, 
psychological, social and environmental health and quality 
of life. Raw scores are transformed to domain scores ranging 
from 4 to 20. In a sample consisting of 11,830 adults from 23 
countries [32], mean domain scores ranged from 13.5 to 16.2 
(SD 2.6–3.2.). The WHOQOL is explicitly developed as an 
alternative to other commonly used scales that might have a 
western bias and is therefore often used with refugee popula-
tions [6, 33]. Cronbach’s α in the present sample was 0.92.

Translation of instruments

In case translated versions were not accessible at the project 
start (August 2016), translations were performed in order to 
be able to give the scales in the participants’ native language. 
To ensure language-specific semantics and cultural equiv-
alence, translations were made using a rigorous, iterative 
back and forth process including professional translators, 
monolingual focus groups and bilingual health care person-
nel [34, 35]. This process resulted in versions of all scales in 
English, Swedish, Arabic, Dari, Farsi, Somali and Tigrinya 
(see Table 1 for an overview of the translations made by the 
project group).

Statistical analysis

Pearson’s Chi-square was used to examine differences in 
health outcomes between asylum seekers and individuals 
with RP. Differences in mean values on health outcomes 
were assessed using t test. Due to multiple comparisons, a 
Bonferroni correction of the α-value was set to 0.005 [36]. 
Due to uneven distribution mean confidence intervals were 
bootstrapped with 1000 samples. Correlations between 
health outcomes and quality of life were tested with Pear-
son’s r. All analyses were performed with SPSS (version 
24).

Results

Characteristics of the study population are presented in 
Table 2. Of the total sample, 28% had been granted a resi-
dence permit. The rate of approved asylum applications dif-
fered between nationalities. A larger percentage of the Syr-
ians and Eritreans had received a residence permit than what 
was the case among the other nationalities. The majority 
were men and most participants were in the ages of 18–35.
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Prevalence of mental health problems

Prevalence of mental health problems is illustrated in 
Table 3. Using the estimate of clinically significant symp-
toms of depression and anxiety (PHQ-9 ≥ 10, GAD-7 ≥ 8), 
prevalence exceeded 50% in the total sample. More asy-
lum seekers than individuals with RP showed clinically 
significant levels of symptoms. Using the more conserva-
tive diagnostic algorithm of PHQ-9 and the diagnostic cut-
off for GAD-7 resulted in lower prevalence estimates. On 
most health outcomes measures, the asylum seekers scored 
higher than the individuals with RP did. Average score on 
the PHQ-9 in the entire sample was 11.54 (SD = 6.88), 
BCa 95% CI [10.91, 12.09]. With Bonferroni-corrected 
alpha levels (α = 0.005), the results showed no difference 
in depressive symptoms (n = 367, M = 12.05, SD = 6.80) 
and RPs (n = 143, M = 10.21, SD = 6.93), t(508) = 2.71, 
p = 0.007, d = 0.37, BCa 95% CI [0.49, 3.21]. As for anxi-
ety, the total mean score was 9.43 (SD = 6.20), BCa 95% 
CI [8.91, 9.95]. Anxiety scores were higher among asylum 
seekers (M = 10.22, SD = 6.08) than among individuals with 
RP (M = 7.42, SD = 6.09), t(508) = 4.66, p < 0.001, d = 0.46, 
BCa 95% CI [1.65, 4.04]. The mean score for PC-PTSD was 
2.47 (SD = 1.39), BCa 95% CI [2.36, 2.57] for the entire 
sample. For PTSD as well, the mean was higher for asy-
lum seekers (M = 2.70, SD = 1.30), compared to individuals 
with RP (M = 1.87, SD = 1.44), t(237.6) = 6.05, p < 0.001, 
d = 0.61, BCa 95% CI [0.56, 1.11], t and df corrected due to 
unequal variance. Comorbidity was high with 48.8% of the 
total sample showing clinically significant symptoms of both 
anxiety and depression (Table 3).

Quality of life

Quality of life was rated below the population norms estab-
lished by Skevington, Lofty and O’Connell [24] in all 

domains, with the lowest ratings found in the domain of 
environmental quality of life. For physical health and quality 
of life, mean score in the total sample was 13.15 (SD = 3.36), 
BCa 95% CI [12.83, 13.48]. In the domain of psychologi-
cal health and quality of life, the mean score was 12.31 
(SD = 2.87), BCa 95% CI [12.06, 12.57]. For the domain of 
social relations, the mean score was 12.77 (SD = 4.00), BCa 
95% CI [12.38, 13.12]. For the domain of environmental 
quality of life, the mean score was 10.82 (SD = 2.97), BCa 
95% CI [10.57, 11.11]. No differences in ratings of quality 
of life were found between asylum seekers and individuals 
with RP, neither in the domain scores nor in general ratings 
of quality of life or overall satisfaction with health.

Mental health and quality of life

All health outcome measures were negatively correlated 
with self-assessed quality of life (see Table 4). The strong-
est association was found between degree of depression and 
perceived physical health.

Table 1  Overview of translations conducted by the project group

PHQ-9, Patient Health Questionnaire-9; GAD-7, generalized anxiety 
disorder-7; PC-PTSD, Primary Care Post-traumatic Stress Disorder 
Screen; WHOQOL, WHOQOL-BREF

Language Measure

PC-PTSD PHQ-9 GAD-7 WHOQOL

Swedish
English
Arabic X
Dari X X X
Farsi X X X
Tigrinya X X X X
Somali X X X X

Table 2  Characteristics of the study population in terms of sex, 
nationality, age and residence permit

Number and percentage of the total sample is shown
a Other (N < 5) = Palestine, Ethiopia, Pakistan, Algeria, Morocco, 
Nigeria, Egypt, Kuwait, Lebanon, Sudan and Yemen

Characteristics n = 510
n (%)

Sex
 Male 367 (72.0)
 Female 136 (26.6)
 Other 7 (1.4)

Nationality
 Afghanistan 196 (38.4)
 Syria 137 (26.9)
 Iraq 51 (10.0)
 Iran 22 (4.3)
 Eritrea 21 (4.1)
 Somalia 11 (2.2)
 Othera 72 (14.1)

Age
 18–25 163 (31.9)
 26–35 200 (39.1)
 36–45 87 (17)
 46–55 45 (8.8)
 56–65 12 (2.3)
 66 + 3 (0.6)

Residence permit
 Yes 143 (28.0)
 No 367 (72.0)
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Discussion

The aim of the current study was to assess mental health 
and quality of life among individuals residing in the migra-
tion agency’s housing facilities after the refugee crisis in 
2015. The results show a generally high prevalence of symp-
toms. A majority of the sample reported clinically signifi-
cant symptoms of depression, anxiety and risk for PTSD. 
Prevalence of depressive symptoms was five times higher 
in this sample than in the Swedish general population, and 
prevalence of anxiety was four times higher [10]. Levels 
of PTSD symptoms were about twice as high as compared 
to levels found in other populations [28, 30]. The above 
reported numbers are not only higher than those described 
in the general population of Sweden [10], but also of those 
previously reported in global general population studies [8]. 
In addition, the levels of reported symptom of mental ill-
health in the current study diverged from numbers reported 
in previous reviews regarding refugee mental health [eg. 2, 
3] and of recent studies on mental health of resettled Syr-
ian refugees [12, 15]. This indicates that the refugees under 

examination in the current study were worse off than what 
has previously been described within the field of refugee 
mental health. Explanations to these results might be found 
looking at the context of refugee reception from 2015 and 
forward, and the consequences this had for the asylum pro-
cess and for the individuals caught in it.

First, while the majority of previously conducted studies 
on refugee mental health are based on resettled refugees with 
permanent housing, the current study is based on individu-
als who have recently fled their country with a majority still 
awaiting their asylum decision. In the present study, asylum 
seekers showed poorer mental health compared to individu-
als with a residence permit, pointing at the importance of 
residence status for mental health. Clinically significant 
symptoms of anxiety and risk for PTSD were reported by 
40% of the individuals with RP and by more than 60% of the 
asylum seekers. Similar differences due to residence status 
have been reported previously [19, 20], and recent studies 
based on asylum seekers also show high prevalence [14, 
16, 17]. High levels of anxiety are comprehensible consid-
ering the justified fear of repatriation, but PTSD can also 

Table 3  Prevalence estimates

Number and percentage of respondents within each group and in the total sample scoring above cut-off levels
Critical level of significance: 0.005
AS, asylum seekers; RP, individuals with residence permit; PHQ-9, Patient Health Questionnaire-9; GAD-7, generalized anxiety dis-
order-7; PC-PTSD, The Primary Care PTSD screen; Depression, PHQ-9 diagnostic algorithm; GAD, GAD-7 ≥ 10; Sympt. anx + dep, 
PHQ-9 ≥ 10 + GAD-7 ≥ 8; Sympt. anx + dep + PTSD, PHQ-9 ≥ 10 + GAD-7 ≥ 8 + PC-PTSD ≥ 3; Diagn. Dep + GAD, PHQ-9 diagnostic algorithm 
and GAD-7 ≥ 10

Health outcome Total 
n = 510
n (%)

AS 
n = 367
n (%)

RP 
n = 143
n (%)

Statistics

Clinically significant symptoms
 PHQ-9 ≥ 10 298 (58.4) 227 (61.9) 71 (49.7) �

2(1) = 6.3, p = 0.012
 GAD-7 ≥ 8 298 (58.4) 241 (65.7) 57 (39.9) �

2(1) = 28.2, p < 0 .001
 PC-PTSD ≥ 3 287 (56.2) 231 (62.9) 56 (39.2) �

2(1) = 23.7, p < 0.001
Diagnosis
 Depression 198 (38.8) 155 (42.2) 43 (30.1) �

2(1) = 6.4, p = 0.011
 GAD 247 (48.3) 205 (55.9) 42 (29.4) �

2(1) = 28.9, p < 0.001
Comorbidity
 Sympt. anx + dep 249 (48.8) 199 (54.2) 50 (35.0) �

2(1) = 15.3, p < 0.001
 Sympt. anx + dep + PTSD 223 (43.7) 188 (51.2) 35 (24.5) �

2(1) = 29.9, p < 0.001
 Diagn. Dep + GAD 167 (32.7) 136 (37.1) 31 (21.7) �

2(1) = 11.1, p < 0.001

Table 4  Correlations (Pearson’s r) between health outcomes and quality of life in the total sample

All correlations were significant at p < 0.001
PHQ-9 , Patient Health Questionnaire-9; GAD-7, generalized anxiety disorder- 7; PC-PTSD , Primary Care Post-traumatic Stress Disorder Screen

Health outcome Physical health Psychological Social relationships Environmental

PHQ-9 − 0.582 − 0.382 − 0.372 − 0.342
GAD-7 − 0.522 − 0.315 − 0.373 − 0.330
PC-PTSD − 0.364 − 0.205 − 0.268 − 0.232
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be explained by this factor. In facing a risk of being sent 
back to the country they have fled from, the trauma could 
be described as still ongoing (see Nickerson, Bryant, Silove 
and Steel [37] for further elaboration on this). There was 
no difference in prevalence of depressive symptoms. Given 
Bonferroni corrections for 10 pairwise comparisons, there is 
a certain risk for a Type II error, especially since a small to 
medium-sized effect was seen in the difference between the 
groups. However, since the two means were both in the same 
clinical interval: 10–14, indicating moderate depression 
[22], we chose to assume the null hypothesis. Furthermore, 
it is plausible that symptoms of anxiety decreases after a 
positive asylum decision, while depressive symptoms might 
be more affected by environmental issues such as conditions 
at the housing facility [4].

Another contextual factor plausibly affecting mental 
health was the prolonged stays at the facilities. Due to a 
lack of permanent housing solutions, large groups of refu-
gees had received their residence permit but were still not 
resettled. The results of this study indicate that although 
they were better off than those still seeking asylum, their 
mental health status was still lower than that of the resettled 
refugees more often studied [2–5]. This finding could be 
related to the present lengthy asylum processes, something 
that has previously been shown to be a risk factor for psy-
chopathology [38].

Thirdly, part of the explanation to the differences between 
the levels of symptoms in the current study compared to 
previous studies might be found in the living conditions. The 
participants of this study were all residing in refugee housing 
facilities, a special context characterized by high levels of 
uncertainty and unpredictable conditions regarding hous-
ing location, clearly limited resources regarding health care, 
high levels of passivity and low levels of meaningful daily 
activities. The negative effects of these circumstances were 
mirrored in the low ratings of quality of life, with overall 
ratings lower than the general population norms established 
by Skevington, Lofty and O’Connell [32]. Results of this 
study resemble previously reported ratings of quality of life 
among refugees in the Kurdistan region of Iraq [6]. In the 
study from Iraq, consisting of a homogeneous sample of 
refugees from Syria, scores on the domain of social rela-
tionships were higher than in the general population. This 
was interpreted as a strengthening of social support from 
the network due to shared experiences. The same effect was 
not seen in our study, possible due to the more heterogene-
ous mix of individuals in Swedish refugee housings. In the 
current study, however, environmental quality of life was 
rated lower than the other domains, something that was also 
seen in a study from the Netherlands [7] but not in the Iraqi 
study [6]. This is surprising since housing conditions could 
be expected to be of higher standards in Europe than in Iraqi 
refugee camps. One explanation could be the protective 

factor of a strong social network in Iraq, since fewer social 
contacts predict low quality of life, including the environ-
mental domain [33]. Another plausible explanation has to 
do with expectations. Quality of life can be discussed as 
the gap between expectations and experiences [39] and it 
could be presumed that refugees in European countries have 
higher expectations on environmental conditions than those 
remaining in the Middle East. Nevertheless, the domain of 
environmental quality of life contains questions regarding 
essential factors such as safety and access to health care and 
the low ratings should be taken seriously.

There was an overall negative relation between perceived 
quality of life and all included measures on mental health. 
The strongest association was found between physical health 
and depressive symptoms. The close link between physical 
health and depressive symptoms is well established [e.g., 40] 
and since no physical health status examination was included 
it cannot be ruled out that the participants suffered from 
physical ill-health causing their depressive symptoms. How-
ever, in the present sample, this result could also be a reflec-
tion of cultural variations in ways of expressing symptoms 
of depression. In a review of transcultural aspects of depres-
sion, Bhugra and Mastrogianni [41] illustrate how somatic 
metaphors are a common way of expressing depression in 
non-Western cultures.

The present study is one of the first to report on the men-
tal health status among refugees after the crisis in 2015 
and to compare the level of clinically significant symptoms 
among individuals with RP and asylum seekers. The present 
data illustrate significant mental health-related challenges 
among individuals in refugee housing facilities. It puts stress 
on the importance of adequate resources to meet the needs 
of people with high levels of mental health problems, in 
order to enable and facilitate integration of new members 
into the society. However, the study also suffers from some 
methodological limitations that should be considered when 
interpreting the results, the main one being the use of a con-
venience sampling method. Asylum seekers are upon arrival 
unsystematically allocated to regions in Sweden where there 
is housing available, we thus found it reasonable to assume 
that this sample would resemble that of the country as a 
whole. The final sample was compared to the statistics on 
the entire population of asylum seekers in Sweden. Based 
on age, gender and nationality, we can see that our sample 
in a number of aspects resembles the target population of 
refugees in housing facilities in Sweden. However, it does 
diverge in some aspect, indicating that generalizability of 
the results might be limited. While trying to reach hard- to- 
reach populations such as asylum seekers, flexible, often 
multiple, data collection methods are recommended [42]. 
Indeed only, a few individuals answered the postal survey 
and the main data collection took place at, or nearby, hous-
ing facilities in the region. Thus, the final sample consisted 
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of individuals we met at the sampling occasions. The visits 
were scheduled in order to maximize possible participation 
(e.g., at night, so individuals working could also participate, 
or in connection to meals). This procedure leads us to con-
clude that the 38% participating resembles the 62% we did 
not reach in terms of health outcomes.

Another limitation in the sample regards the comparison 
between asylum seekers and individuals with RP. Although 
highly interesting, the comparison was not planned, result-
ing in an unbalanced sample with more asylum seekers than 
individuals with RP.

There was a lack of control over the response rate in the 
current study. The reported response rate (38%) was based 
on the number of letters sent. However, only a few individu-
als did take the survey following the link in the letter. At the 
visits at the housing facilities, some individuals reported 
not having received the first letter at all. The individuals 
encountered at housing facilities mostly chose to participate, 
pointing at two conclusions: (1) the exact response rate is 
difficult to establish and (2) Individuals in refugee housing 
facilities are hard to reach using regular mail, which might 
constitute a risk for exclusion and discrimination. Although 
the lack of control over the response rate is problematic, the 
results of this study are strengthened by the sample size. 
With 510 participants, the current study is one of the largest 
existing studies including not resettled refugees.

The survey was lengthy and strenuous for the participants 
to complete due to language-difficulties and reading deficien-
cies thus there was a need for brief instruments. Although 
the instruments are not developed specifically for refugees, 
they have all been used with refugee populations previously 
and no psychometric difficulties have been reported [17, 26, 
29]. The rigorous translation process and use of monolingual 
focus groups also serves to strengthen the validity of the 
instruments. As for GAD-7 and PHQ-9, one advantage was 
that they had previously been used in a study of the mental 
health of the Swedish general population. This allowed for 
comparisons with the host population. PC-PTSD yielded a 
very high prevalence of risk for PTSD and had the worse 
psychometric properties. However, this instrument should 
not be used as a diagnostic tool, but to screen individuals 
for risk for having PTSD. Self-report questionnaires were 
used and not diagnostic interviews, impeding conclusions 
about clinical diagnosis and allowing only for estimates of 
symptoms. Steel et al. [5] showed that the use of self-report 
questionnaires resulted in prevalence rates ten percentage 
units higher than when using diagnostic interviews. Even 
while considering this, estimates of mental health problems 
were alarmingly high in the present sample.

Conclusions

Psychological distress in terms of clinically significant levels 
of symptoms of depression, anxiety and risk of having PTSD 
is highly prevalent among individuals in refugee housing 
facilities in Sweden. It is considerably higher among those 
still waiting for their asylum decision than among those hav-
ing received it. This is troublesome, especially when the 
wait time stretches out for several years. This calls for the 
urgency of societal efforts to shorten the asylum process, for 
improvements in the housing facilities and for psychosocial 
interventions to help asylum seekers manage their symptoms 
while waiting. Based on the results from the current study, a 
recommendation for future studies on refugee mental health 
is to describe the legal status of the participants and the 
psychosocial context in which the study takes place. These 
factors might greatly affect both the symptom levels and 
the quality of life of refugees.

Acknowledgements The research for this article was funded by AMIF 
(the Asylum-, Migration-, and Integration Fund—European Commis-
sion), Project Number I2119. The authors would like to thank Amjad 
Abu Leil, Anahita Amin, Jennifer Meurling, Sabina Landehag, Ziad 
Kurum, Henok Ghide, and Ladan Abdulkadir Sharif, for their efforts 
during data collection.

Funding The funding source is not involved in the research.

Compliance with ethical standards 

Conflict of interest On behalf of all authors, the corresponding author 
states that there is no conflict of interest.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Crea-
tive Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creat iveco 
mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribu-
tion, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate 
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

References

 1. UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) 
(2016) UNHCR—Global Trends 2015. In: UNHCR (United 
Nations High Comm. Refug. http://www.unhcr .org/stati stics /unhcr 
stats /57640 8cd7/unhcr -globa l-trend s-2015.html. Accessed 5 Jan 
2017

 2. Bogic M, Njoku A, Priebe S (2015) Long-term mental health of 
war-refugees: a systematic literature review. BMC Int Health Hum 
Rights 15:29. https ://doi.org/10.1186/s1291 4-015-0064-9

 3. Fazel M, Wheeler J, Danesh J (2005) Prevalence of serious mental 
disorder in 7000 refugees resettled in western countries: a system-
atic review. Lancet 365:1309–1314. https ://doi.org/10.1016/S0140 
-6736(05)61027 -6

 4. Porter M, Haslam N (2005) Predisplacement and postdisplace-
ment factors associated with mental health of refugees and 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.unhcr.org/statistics/unhcrstats/576408cd7/unhcr-global-trends-2015.html
http://www.unhcr.org/statistics/unhcrstats/576408cd7/unhcr-global-trends-2015.html
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12914-015-0064-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(05)61027-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(05)61027-6


550 Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology (2019) 54:543–551

1 3

internally displaced persons. J Am Med Assoc 294:602–612. https 
://doi.org/10.1001/jama.294.5.602

 5. Steel Z, Chey T, Silove D, Marnane C, Bryant RA, van Ommeren 
M (2009) Association of torture and other potentially traumatic 
events with mental health outcomes among populations exposed 
to mass conflict and displacement: a systematic review and meta-
analysis. JAMA J Am Med Assoc 302:537–549. https ://doi.
org/10.1001/jama.2009.1132

 6. Aziz IA, Hutchinson CV, Maltby J (2014) Quality of life of Syrian 
refugees living in camps in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. PeerJ 
2:e670. https ://doi.org/10.7717/peerj .670

 7. Laban CJ, Komproe IH, Gernaat HBPE, de Jong JTVM (2008) 
The impact of a long asylum procedure on quality of life, dis-
ability and physical health in Iraqi asylum seekers in the Nether-
lands. Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol 43:507–515. https ://
doi.org/10.1007/s0012 7-008-0333-1

 8. Steel Z, Marnane C, Iranpour C, Chey T, Jackson JW, Patel V, 
Silove D (2014) The global prevalence of common mental dis-
orders: A systematic review and meta-analysis 1980–2013. Int J 
Epidemiol 43:476–493. https ://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyu03 8

 9. Karam EG, Friedman MJ, Hill ED, Kessler RC, McLaughlin KA, 
Petukhova M, Sampson L, Shahly V, Angermeyer MC, Bromet EJ, 
de Girolamo G, de Graaf R, Demyttenaere K, Ferry F, Florescu 
SE, Haro JM, He Y, Karam AN, Kawakami N, Kovess-Masfety 
V, Medina-Mora ME, Browne MAO, Posada-Villa JA, Shalev AY, 
Stein DJ, Viana MC, Zarkov Z, Koenen KC (2014) Cumulative 
traumas and risk thresholds: 12-month PTSD in the World Mental 
Health (WMH) surveys. Depress Anxiety 31:130–142. https ://doi.
org/10.1002/da.22169 

 10. Johansson R, Carlbring P, Heedman Å, Paxling B, Andersson G 
(2013) Depression, anxiety and their comorbidity in the Swed-
ish general population: point prevalence and the effect on health-
related quality of life. PeerJ 1:e98. https ://doi.org/10.7717/peerj 
.98

 11. Frans O, Rimmo P-A, Aberg L, Fredrikson M (2005) Trauma 
exposure and post-traumatic stress disorder in the general popu-
lation. Acta Psychiatr Scand 111:291. https ://doi.org/10.111
1/j.1600-0447.2004.00463 .x

 12. Tinghög P, Malm A, Arwidson C, Sigvardsdotter E, Lundin A, 
Saboonchi F (2017) Prevalence of mental ill health, traumas and 
postmigration stress among refugees from Syria resettled in Swe-
den after 2011: a population-based survey. BMJ Open https ://doi.
org/10.1136/bmjop en-2017-01889 9

 13. Javanbakht A, Amirsadri A, Hiba A, Suhaiban A, Mohammed 
A, Alsaud I, Alobaidi Z, Rawi Z, Arfken CL (2018) Prevalence 
of possible mental disorders in syrian refugees resettling in the 
united states screened at primary care. J Immigr Minor Health 
https ://doi.org/10.1007/s1090 3-018-0797-3

 14. Ben Farhat J, Blanchet K, Juul Bjertrup P, Veizis A, Perrin C, 
Coulborn RM, Mayaud P, Cohuet S (2018) Syrian refugees in 
Greece: experience with violence, mental health status, and access 
to information during the journey and while in Greece. BMC Med 
16:1–12. https ://doi.org/10.1186/s1291 6-018-1028-4

 15. Georgiadou E, Zbidat A, Schmitt GM, Erim Y (2018) Prevalence 
of mental distress among Syrian refugees with residence permis-
sion in Germany: a registry-based study. Front Psychiatry 9:393. 
https ://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt .2018.00393 

 16. Poole DN, Hedt-Gauthier B, Liao S, Raymond NA, Bärnighausen 
T (2018) Major depressive disorder prevalence and risk factors 
among Syrian asylum seekers in Greece. BMC Public Health 
18:908. https ://doi.org/10.1186/s1288 9-018-5822-x

 17. Georgiadou E, Morawa E, Erim Y, Georgiadou E, Morawa E, 
Erim Y (2017) High manifestations of mental distress in arabic 
asylum seekers accommodated in collective centers for refugees 
in Germany. Int J Environ Res Public Health 14:612. https ://doi.
org/10.3390/ijerp h1406 0612

 18. Nosè M, Turrini G, Imoli M, Ballette F, Ostuzzi G, Cucchi F, 
Padoan C, Ruggeri M, Barbui C (2018) Prevalence and corre-
lates of psychological distress and psychiatric disorders in asy-
lum seekers and refugees resettled in an Italian Catchment area. J 
Immigr Minor Health 20:263–270. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s1090 
3-017-0629-x

 19. Gerritsen AM, Bramsen I, Devillé W, van Willigen LHM, Hov-
ens JE, van der Ploeg HM (2006) Physical and mental health of 
Afghan, Iranian and Somali asylum seekers and refugees living in 
the Netherlands. Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol 41:18–26. 
https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0012 7-005-0003-5

 20. Heeren M, Wittmann L, Ehlert U, Schnyder U, Maier T, Müller J 
(2014) Psychopathology and resident status - Comparing asylum 
seekers, refugees, illegal migrants, labor migrants, and residents. 
Compr Psychiatry 55:818–825. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.compp 
sych.2014.02.003

 21. Sydor A (2013) Conducting research into hidden or hard-to-reach 
populations. Nurse Res 20:33–37

 22. Kroenke K, Spitzer RL, Williams JBW (2001) The PHQ-
9. J Gen Intern Med 16:606–613. https ://doi.org/10.104
6/j.1525-1497.2001.01600 9606.x

 23. Socialstyrelsen (2015) Psykisk ohälsa hos asylsökande och nyan-
lända migranter: ett kunskapsunderlag för primärvården

 24. Spitzer RL, Kroenke K, Williams JBW, Löwe B (2006) A brief 
measure for assessing generalized anxiety disorder. Arch Intern 
Med 166:1092. https ://doi.org/10.1001/archi nte.166.10.1092

 25. Kroenke K, Spitzer RL, Williams JBW, Monahan PO, Löwe B 
(2007) Anxiety disorders in primary care: prevalence, impairment, 
comorbidity, and detection. Ann Intern Med 146:317–325

 26. Mitschke DB, Aguirre RTP, Sharma B (2013) Social work in 
mental health common threads: improving the mental health 
of Bhutanese refugee women through shared learning. Soc 
Work Ment Health 11:249–266. https ://doi.org/10.1080/15332 
985.2013.76992 6

 27. Prins A, Ouimette P, Kimerling R, Cameron RP, Hugelshofer DS, 
Shaw-Hegwer J, Thrailkill A, Gusman FD, Sheikh JI (2004) The 
primary care PTSD screen (PC-PTSD): development and oper-
ating characteristics. Prim Care Psychiatry 9:9–14. https ://doi.
org/10.1185/13552 57031 25002 360

 28. Kimerling R, Trafton JA, Nguyen B (2006) Validation of a 
brief screen for post-traumatic stress disorder with substance 
use disorder patients. Addic Behav 31:2074–2079. https ://doi.
org/10.1016/J.ADDBE H.2006.02.008

 29. Taylor EM, Yanni EA, Pezzi C, Guterbock M, Rothney E, Har-
ton E, Montour J, Elias C, Burke H (2014) Physical and Mental 
Health Status of Iraqi Refugees Resettled in the United States. 
J Immigr Minor Health 16:1130–1137. https ://doi.org/10.1007/
s1090 3-013-9893-6

 30. WHOQOL Group (1998) Development of the World Health 
Organization WHOQOL-BREF quality of life assessment. Psy-
chol Med 28:551–558

 31. The World Health Organization Quality Of Life Assessment 
(WHOQOL) (1998) Development and general psychometric prop-
erties. Soc Sci Med 46:1569–1585. https ://doi.org/10.1016/S0277 
-9536(98)00009 -4

 32. Skevington SM, Lotfy M, O’Connell KA (2004) The World 
Health Organization’s WHOQOL-BREF quality of life assess-
ment: psychometric properties and results of the international 
field trial. A report from the WHOQOL Group. Qual Life Res 
13:299–310. https ://doi.org/10.1023/B:QURE.00000 18486 .91360 
.00

 33. Carlsson JM, Mortensen EL, Kastrup M (2006) Predictors of 
mental health and quality of life in male tortured refugees. Nord J 
Psychiatry 60:51–57. https ://doi.org/10.1080/08039 48050 05049 
82

https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.294.5.602
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.294.5.602
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2009.1132
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2009.1132
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.670
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-008-0333-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-008-0333-1
https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyu038
https://doi.org/10.1002/da.22169
https://doi.org/10.1002/da.22169
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.98
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.98
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0447.2004.00463.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0447.2004.00463.x
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2017-018899
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2017-018899
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10903-018-0797-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-018-1028-4
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2018.00393
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5822-x
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph14060612
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph14060612
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10903-017-0629-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10903-017-0629-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-005-0003-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2014.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2014.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1525-1497.2001.016009606.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1525-1497.2001.016009606.x
https://doi.org/10.1001/archinte.166.10.1092
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332985.2013.769926
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332985.2013.769926
https://doi.org/10.1185/135525703125002360
https://doi.org/10.1185/135525703125002360
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.ADDBEH.2006.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.ADDBEH.2006.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10903-013-9893-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10903-013-9893-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(98)00009-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(98)00009-4
https://doi.org/10.1023/B:QURE.0000018486.91360.00
https://doi.org/10.1023/B:QURE.0000018486.91360.00
https://doi.org/10.1080/08039480500504982
https://doi.org/10.1080/08039480500504982


551Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology (2019) 54:543–551 

1 3

 34. Brislin RW (1970) Back-translation for cross-cultural research. 
J Cross Cult Psychol 1:185–216. https ://doi.org/10.1177/13591 
04570 00100 301

 35. Hollifield M, Verbillis-Kolp S, Farmer B, Toolson EC, Wold-
ehaimanot T, Yamazaki J, Holland A, St. Clair J, SooHoo J 
(2013) The Refugee Health Screener-15 (RHS-15): develop-
ment and validation of an instrument for anxiety, depression, and 
PTSD in refugees. Gen Hosp Psychiatry 35:202–209. https ://doi.
org/10.1016/j.genho sppsy ch.2012.12.002

 36. Field AP (2013) Discovering statistics using IBM SPSS statistics: 
and sex and drugs and rock “n” roll, 4th edn. Sage publications 
Ltd, London

 37. Nickerson A, Bryant RA, Silove D, Steel Z (2011) A critical 
review of psychological treatments of posttraumatic stress dis-
order in refugees. Clin Psychol Rev https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.
cpr.2010.10.004

 38. Laban CJ, Gernaat HBPE, Komproe IH, Schreuders B, a, De 
Jong JTVM (2004) Impact of a long asylum procedure on the 
prevalence of psychiatric disorders in Iraqi asylum seekers in 

The Netherlands. J Nerv Ment Dis 192:843–851. https ://doi.
org/10.1097/01.nmd.00001 46739 .26187 .15

 39. Carr AJ, Gibson B, Robinson PG (2001) Measuring quality of life: 
Is quality of life determined by expectations or experience? BMJ 
322:1240–1243. https ://doi.org/10.1136/BMJ.322.7296.1240

 40. Moussavi S, Chatterji S, Verdes E, Tandon A, Patel V, Ustun B 
(2007) Depression, chronic diseases, and decrements in health: 
results from the World Health Surveys. Lancet 370:851–858. https 
://doi.org/10.1016/S0140 -6736(07)61415 -9

 41. Bhugra D, Mastrogianni A (2004) Globalisation and mental dis-
orders. Overview with relation to depression. Br J Psychiatry 
184:10–20

 42. Bonevski B, Randell M, Paul C, Chapman K, Twyman L, Bry-
ant J, Brozek I, Hughes C (2014) Reaching the hard-to-reach: A 
systematic review of strategies for improving health and medi-
cal research with socially disadvantaged groups. BMC Med Res 
Methodol. https ://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-14-42

https://doi.org/10.1177/135910457000100301
https://doi.org/10.1177/135910457000100301
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.genhosppsych.2012.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.genhosppsych.2012.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.nmd.0000146739.26187.15
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.nmd.0000146739.26187.15
https://doi.org/10.1136/BMJ.322.7296.1240
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(07)61415-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(07)61415-9
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-14-42

	Mental health and quality of life among asylum seekers and refugees living in refugee housing facilities in Sweden
	Abstract
	Introduction 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusions 

	Introduction
	Methods
	Design
	Sampling procedure and recruitment
	Participants
	Procedure
	Instruments
	Translation of instruments
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Prevalence of mental health problems
	Quality of life
	Mental health and quality of life

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements 
	References


