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Executive Summary 
 

 

The aim of this research was to examine the mental health issues presented by Syrian 
Refugees in London in order to find out their health status and the factors affecting the 
health (physical and mental) of the Syrian refugee. Moreover, this research was intended to 
discover the consequent solution-finding process, in the possible solutions to the existing 
health issues and to make recommendations to the government and Syrian Refugees in 
London.  
 
The survey questionnaires and focus group discussions were our dual data connection 
tools in our mixed method research. Surveys were sent to Syrian individuals and 
organization that work closely with Syrian refugees. In addition to that, one separate focus 
group of Syrian refugees was held in order to understand the perception of their mental 
health.   
 
It can be said that the Syrians encounter many issues including financial issues, housing, 
unemployment etc all impacting on the person's mental health. The mental health of 
Syrians in London is not good, with those who have problems unwilling to openly discuss 
the issue.  
 
This affects their families here and back home with many Syrians not fully integrating 
within mainstream British society and has no access to existing support (from local 
authority).   
 
Some have physical health but mental health can impact on this. The respondents who 
participated in the research stated a number of ideas on how the situation could be 
improved with some stating that they wanted to learn English and wanted help to access 
services in order to better understand the systems.  
 
They recognised it was difficult to adapt to the system and some with some hoping things 
would become better as time wore on and some losing hope.   
 
Like the saying goes "an apple a day, keeps the doctor away." If people are given the right 
basic things - a home, English lessons, housing support, health support, they will definitely 
be better off.  
 
The main recommendations listed below are provided for the Government in a bid to help 
them to understand the needs of refugees with regards to obtaining support on many basic 
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issues including: education, language, mental health, integration support. Also with good 
level of schooling, the refugees can learn about the system, unemployment etc,  without 
these basic tools, knowledge, skills or language it become impossible to help these 
individuals to feel fully integrated into the mainstream society. 
 
Local authorities need to offer more support too in areas such as Housing, English and 
Services in translation. Charities need to be aware of this issue too and provide support 
referrals offering free translation service. 
 
Syrians need to integrate and to speak about their issues openly to generate the support 
levels needed. Syrians with the right support could be able to contribute to society with 
many being very educated, with great values. They could regain their status.  
 
The more this doesn't happen, the worse things can get.  
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Chapter 1:  
 
 

(i) Central aim and research plan 
 
The aim of the research is to explore the general health status of the Syrian refugees in 
London in order to find out their consequent solution-finding process. 
 
OBJECTIVES: 
 

 To find out the health status of the Syrian refugees in London. 
 

 To explore the factors affecting the health  (physical and mental) of the Syrian 
refugees 

 
 To discover the possible solution to the existing health issues 

 
 To make recommendations to the government and the Syrian refugees. 

 
 
SAMPLE FRAME: 
 
Methodology and plan: 
 
For my research, I decided to use three different research tools – the first is to adopt the 
method of questionnaires gagging the opinions of the participants in question.  In order to 
conduct my questionnaires I plan to use Survey Monkey, as I feel it is a relatively quick and 
easy way of obtaining good level of ground data to form the basis for my further research.  
 
The second tool which I have chosen to adopt is focus group with the aim of studying the 
issue from a more pluralistic perspective, studying the general attitudes and views of 
mental health amongst the Syrian community. 
 
The third tool I will look into is adopting the methods of interviewing with the aim of 
gaining a more personalised account of the participants involved and maintaining a greater 
sense of appreciation for the issue on hand.  
 
By the way of reaching my intended participants, I also planned to use phoning and email 
methods. I currently have access to over 1000 contacts from within my community (as I 
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have been working in the charitable sector). Also I planned to inform people through using 
the local mosque, coffee shops etc. I wanted to speak to the Syrian community, particularly 
those who have come recently. This could be mixed age and gender.  
 
Who? I planned to do this myself. 
 
I planned to make notes when people were speaking. I planned to do this it through 
translation.  
 
 
TIME SCALE: 
 
I had 6 months in total. I gave a month to each major task. Firstly this was planning and the 
literature review. This was followed by tool design then field work. Then the analysis and 
write up.  
 
 
 

About the Researcher: 
 
I graduated from Middlesex University in 2001 with BSc (Hons) Degree and more recently 
a graduate from a Master’s module in Community Leadership at London Metropolitan 
University (2013). I am an IT specialist and graphic designer.  
I have worked for Arabic newspapers and magazine. I have been involved in the 
community sector for over 10 years. I got into this as we are a small Arabic community in 
Enfield. We saw that other communities have centres and projects helping their people and 
we wanted to do something similar. We wanted to give space to bring families together to 
share values and culture and support people to integrate in the community. 
The British Syrian Education Centre was set up four years ago. This was at the beginning of 
the Syrian revolution. We want to help Syrians in any way – having a voice, sending money 
to family in Syria, writing articles to raise awareness, being active in the community. We 
are passionate about this.  
I am currently building a career in politics as I want to promote fairness, justice and human 
rights for Syrians and the whole community.  
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(ii) The purpose of my research  
 
The purpose of this research is to better understanding the mental health needs Syrians 
refugees living in London and to uncover some of the deep rooted views and perceptions 
that the Syrian community living in London have about those suffering from mental health. 
The research report will go some way into defining the general context under which these 
health implications can occur and also try to highlight some of the following matters 
including: 
 

 Finding out the health status of the Syrian refugees in London 
 

 Exploring the factors affecting the health  (physical and mental) of the Syrian 
refugees 

 
 Discovering the support provision available to the existing health issues 

 
 To make recommendations to the government and the Syrian refugee charities 

 
 
In my work in the community, I have met many Syrians who are having a hard time settling 
in the UK. Many keep these issues to themselves they don’t want to talk about it and do not 
access support.  
Migrating to the UK means that people enter into an uncertain life. This can cause mental 
health issues. Also hearing the news from back home is traumatic.  
People are very private. I want to try and encourage people to open up about their 
problems so that we can get help.  
This will also provide evidence for decision-makers to show what is really happening to 
people.  
 
 
 

(iii) Literature review  
 
The Syrian Revolution is humanitarian disaster with number of innocent civilians suffering 
and about nine million people displaced. The consequences were increasing number of 
Syrian refugee flows to the neighbouring countries such as Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq and 
Turkey but also within their own country, e.g. after having lost their own property they 



The Syrian Refugees in London 

  

 
8 

move around the country to a safer area. One of the major consequences was the 
diminishing mental health. 
 
Refugees usually have to flee for fear of their lives at short notice, often to unknown 
destinations. It is not a decision that is taken lightly, to risk losing everything your life has 
been built upon. Thus, to flee to a destination where an unknown future awaits can never 
be an easy decision and moreover is likely to be very stressful (Tribe, 2002). 
 
Rachel Tribe: Mental health of refugees and asylum-seekers 
http://apt.rcpsych.org/content/8/4/240.full 
 
 
Half a million people have fled Syria since the start of the revolution. Many are suffering 
from post-traumatic stress disorder, having witnessed appalling scenes of violence, but 
they can be reluctant to seek psychological help due to the stigma surrounding mental 
health issues (BBC, 2002). 
 
Refugees' trauma Syrian Refugees Mental Health  
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p011x4ld 
 
 
The refugee situation has led to the increasing numbers of patients with severe mental 
disorders such as schizophrenia or depression. Some patients will seek care at a clinic, 
however in many cases; stigma around such disorders is a huge barrier to asking for 
psychological help. (Medicins Sans Frontiers 2013) 
 
An invisible crisis: alarming psychological needs among Syrian refugees in Iraq:  
www.msf.org.uk/article/invisible-crisis-alarming-psychological-needs-among-syrian-
refugees-iraq 
 
 
Refugees’ lives are complicated and consequently the factors contributing to a lack of 
mental wellbeing should not be oversimplified. It should always be borne in mind that it is 
not the refugees who are abnormal, but rather the circumstances in which they find 
themselves. These circumstances are forged by many factors, including traumatic 
situations in the country of origin and in transit to the UK, the effects of UK government 
legislation, cultural and language barriers and tensions within families (Mind, 2009). 
 
Improving mental health support for refugee communities – an advocacy approach: 
http://www.mind.org.uk/media/192447/Refugee_Report_1.pd 

http://apt.rcpsych.org/search?author1=Rachel+Tribe&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://apt.rcpsych.org/content/8/4/240.full
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(iv) Methodology  
 
I plan to us the questionnaire via Survey Monkey, focus group and I planned to conduct 
some interviews. 
A questionnaire is a tool that allows you to gain some statistics and some open-ended 
answers. It is a series of questions. It can distribute in person, via email, via post.  
I chose this as it allowed me to reach a wide range of people easily. It also was an easy way 
to gather information from the Syrian population and to explore mental health. In theory it 
should be easier as it is private.  
A focus group is group discussion where invited participants sit together and where issues 
can be explored using a facilitator. The group have a conversation and this is recorded and 
analysed. It allows opinion to be explored.  
I chose this because it allowed in-depth information and was easier for the participants to 
state their issues (speaking proved to be easier than wiring).  
An interview can be done in a variety of ways. I did mine by telephone. This is a one to one 
meeting. It is private. It is a series of questions but they tend to be more open.  
I chose this as I found that some people were difficult to reach and by phoning them, I could 
access them. It gives you more information and depth and you can ask clarification. People 
are more open and respond to your friendly approach.  
The research was a mixture of qualitative and quantitative research as I wanted both 
statistics and more detail.  
 
 
 

(v) Ethical considerations  
 
I designed a form covering ethical issues. This included an ethical statement. I handed this 
to my participants. I then spoke to them. I told them everything they said was private, their 
names and details will not be used. This makes them more confident in the research. 
Participants signed to give consent.   
I told them they were free to not answer questions if they didn’t like them.  
I submitted to my research plan and questions to the Evelyn Oldfield ethics panel and it 
was signed off as safe.  
I am storing the tools securely and I will hand them to the Evelyn Oldfield when I am 
finished.   
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Chapter 2: Research findings & discussion 
 
 

Focus group 
 
I met with 5 Syrians (2 women, 3 men). They all were graduates (engineers, teachers and a 
solicitor). This took place in my house. I offered coffee to relax them first of all and to build 
rapport. When they were ready, we started. I left the questions very open to leave them to 
discuss. I asked a series of questions around the following topics: 

 

Main issues of settling in the UK 
 

The issues were: 
 

 Financial  
 Housing 
 Education 

 
Financially they were struggling to pay their gas and electricity bills. The money they are 
getting wasn’t enough to survive. They felt they were not living a proper life.  
 
Most of the group had problems with housing – too small, too many children in a crowded 
house. They found the rent too expensive. Government doesn’t pay them the full rent. 
 
Education – their children are having problems settling. The different language and 
systems had been hard for them. It is similar for the adults. They felt that more time would 
help to make this easier. 

 
 

Services? What are you accessing?  
 
Some of them didn’t even know what the local authority was or what services were on 
offer. They reported that they had no support from others. Most are registered with the 
doctor and they are ok in taking their children to hospital or to appointments. They noted 
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that the British Syrian Education Centre had helped them to translate, to guide, to help to 
access services.  

 
 

Opinion on how to improve services? 
 
They felt that at this stage they still needed translation support. With translation, they felt 
their problems could be solved.  
They wanted more guidance and understanding of the local authority. They wanted easier 
access.  
Local authority isn’t providing translation any longer which makes this newer arrival group 
more vulnerable.  

 
In the literature review above, Mind (2009) states something similar as settling in the UK 
creates poor mental health because of "the effects of UK government legislation, cultural 
and language barriers and tensions within families.” This is similar to my results.  
 

 
Mental health 
 
I had to ask this without mentioning mental health. I asked if they had felt upset or 
stressed. Most reported that they were and had felt depression. They are finding it very 
difficult to settle.  
All of these issues of settling affect their mental health.  

 
I asked them if their unhappiness had changed since coming to this country. There was a 
mixed response. Some said worse but some said better.  
For those who were better, they seemed to be more accepting of the culture and felt that 
whatever happened here they were safe at least and felt they could build their lives. The 
others seemed to have given up. One even said he was willing to go back. He had no 
patience for his situation here. He felt he wasn’t getting anywhere.  
I suggested at the end that education was the best solution. It would allow them personal 
growth, to learn the language and this would help build an understanding of the UK and 
therefore they can access services, look for a job.  
 
 
Interview and Questionnaires Combined 
 
Some of the questionnaires were done by phone and thus through interview. There were 
15 respondents. The results were as follows: 
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1. Nationality 
 
All 15 were Syrian.  
 
 
2. Challenges 
 

 
 
 

 Housing: 12 
 Education: 12 
 Health: 9 
 Employment: 8 
 Financial: 6 
 Social: 0 

 
 
These results are slightly different from the focus group  above as that group's opinion was 
that housing, education and financial were the top 3 and here it is housing, education, 
health, employment and financial as the top 5 concerns. 
 
There may be some differences between the two tools by nature of the focus group being 
an open ended conversation and the questionnaire being closed answers. Also because of 
who the people were - the focus group was a very professional group.  
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3. Accessing support 
 

 Doctor: 11 
 Charitable services: 8 
 Government services: 8 
 Legal services: 3 
 Mental health service: 0 
 Counsellor services: 0 

 
Interestingly no one was accessing mental health services despite depression, bad dreams 
and anxiety being listed as issues. The stigma of this is an issue as the Medicins Sans 
Frontiers (2013) link above states ("The refugee situation has led to the increasing 
numbers of patients with severe mental disorders such as schizophrenia or depression. 
Some patients will seek care at a clinic, however in many cases; stigma around such 
disorders is a huge barrier to asking for psychological help.)  
 
There were 15 respondents to this. 11/15 were accessing the services of a Doctor (in the 
focus group, everyone was).  
 
Like the focus group, accessing charity support was also popular.  
Government services were equally popular. This means housing, education, benefits 
services etc.  
 
 
4. How could services be improved? 
 

 Longer opening times 3 
 More easily accessible 2 
 Better translation/ language services 14 
 Subsidised / free services 2 
 More guidance on other service available 8 

 
As above, there is a strong need for better translation services and guidance on accessing 
services.  
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5. How do you rate your physical health? 
 
 

0 
(Very Poor) 

1 2 3 4 5 
(Very good) 

0 3 0 3 7 2 
 
6/15 rated their health as poor to ok. 9 felt in good or very good health. 
 
 
6. Has your physical health improved or declined since arriving in the UK? 
 
Improved: 9  
Declined: 4  
Remained the same: 2 
 
9 felt their physical health had improved. 4 and 2 felt it had gotten worse or had stayed the 
same.  
 
Those who have poorer mental health are struggling due to language barriers, pressure to 
go to work but inability to find work, large families in small houses and a feeling on not 
understanding the rules or how the systems work. They find it extremely difficult to 
communicate. Financially they do not have enough money to support themselves and their 
families. It should be noted that many of the respondents used to have good lives; back 
home they could have access to most things they wanted but here they don't. It impacts 
badly on their physical and mental health (as we see below). This links to the person in the 
focus group above who said he'd rather go home than stay here.  
This says the same as Tribe (2002) in the literature review: “to flee to a destination where 
an unknown future awaits can never be an easy decision and moreover is likely to be very 
stressful” 
 
 
7. How do you rate your mental health?  
 
7 reported that their mental health was ok and 8 stated that it was good. 
 
 
8.  Has your mental health improved or declined since arriving in the UK? 
 
Improved: 9 
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Declined: 2 
Remained the same: 4 
 
9/15 with improved mental health is a good result. 2/15 backs the point made above. 4/15 
could be still in good health or still in a bad state. It may also be that some are reluctant to 
tell us due to the taboo nature of talking about mental health.  
Mental health may improve with time as they settle and learn the language and get more 
used to their lives in a new country.  
 
 
9. Do you suffer from the following symptoms? 
 

Anxiety/ stress difficulty sleeping depression none 

4 1 11 2 

 
This is an interesting result as 9/15 in the question above said they had improved mental 
health yet 11/15 said they suffered from depression. In the UK depression rates are around 
25% (http://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/help-information/mental-health-statistics/). This 
figure is around 73% which is considerably higher than the UK population average. 
However we should say some may have periods of depression rather than always having it. 
Regardless, it is a high statistic. The main issue is hearing about their situation back home 
and hearing of losses of families, home etc.  
 
 
10. Have you ever experienced a traumatic event that has triggered any of the 
following symptoms? 
 

nightmares/ dreams 
of the traumatic 

event 

 
 

flashbacks 

feeling of intense 
physical and/ or 

intense emotional 
stress 

None 

4 8 4 2 
 
This is an important question area when exploring mental health. it can be seen that 4/15 
had bad dreams about events back home; 8/15 had had flashbacks - this is a worrying 
statistic ; 4/ 15 had emotional stress and only 2 had none of these. These are particular 
issues for those suffering post traumatic stress disorder, as the BBC (2002) articles states 
in the literature review above (Many are suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, 
having witnessed appalling scenes of violence).  
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Chapter 3 
 
 

(i) Conclusions 
    
The aim of the research was to explore the general health status of the Syrian refugees in 
London in order to find out their consequent solution-finding process. 
 
OBJECTIVES: 
 

 To find out the health status of the Syrian refugees in London. 
 
The mental health of Syrians in London is not good. They have mental health 
problems but they do not want to talk about it. They know this but find it difficult to 
talk to others. This is made worse by poor housing, poverty, unemployment, loss of 
status. Language is a very significant barrier. 
This affects their families here and back home.  
 

 To explore the factors affecting the health  (physical and mental) of the Syrian 
refugees 
 

As above, Syrians are not integrating. They are not accessing existing support (from 
local authority). They don't know the system, language - they have no support here.  
Some have physical health but mental health can impact on this.  
 

 To discover the possible solution to the existing health issues 
 
The respondents had a number of ideas on how this could be improved - they 
wanted to learn English, they wanted help to access services and to understand the 
systems.  
They recognised it was difficult to adapt to the system. Some felt it would get better 
in time but some had lost hope.  
  

 To make recommendations to the government and the Syrian refugees. 
 

The main recommendations listed below are to recognise the problem. Government 
must understand that refugees need help with many basic issues: education, 
language, mental health, integration support. With schooling, they can learn about 
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the system, unemployment etc. Masking people go to work so quickly without 
knowledge, skills or language is impossible. 
Local authorities need to offer more support too - housing, English, services in 
translation. 

 
Charities need to be aware of these issues too and support referrals, offer free translation. 
 
Syrians need to make an effort to integrate to speak about their issues.  
 
All the issues they face cause other issues. Life can be complex.  
 
 
 

(ii) Recommendations 
  

1. More literature on mental health issues, services and action in Arabic 
 

2. More people in the community promoting good mental health – done in translation 
  

3. Specific social work support in Arabic to support the family, with an understanding 
that women need women to support them 

 
4. Specific support on managing post traumatic stress for Syrians affected by the 

revolution 
 

5. Cultural programmes to help health professionals understand the Syrian situation 
and also how Syrians are (the reluctance to talk about issues) 

 
6. New English classes for all Syrians e.g. flexible learning like on tablets that can be 

done at home  
 

7. Housing support 
 

8. The British Education Centre can help by referring to professional agencies and 
taking them and offering free translation  

 
9. The Syrians need to learn to be more open; to make an effort to integrate. As soon as 

they integrate, life will get better. This will happen in time. They need to understand 
the English culture and make an effort to learn English. This will help them to access 
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information, make friends, and understand the system. This will help them to 
overcome isolation. Some Syrians seem like they don't live here - they have their 
own TV, own Arabic friends etc and don't participate.  
 
 

 

(iii) The strengths and limitations of research   
 
Challenges 
 
Syrians not being willing to speak about mental health – they didn't  fill in Survey Monkey; I 
learnt that around sensitive issues like this, the survey needs to be done in person, without 
using  the words ‘mental health’.  
The time scale wasn’t quite long enough (I had conflicting commitments) and set backs on 
bad news from back home. 
Language – Syrian surveys needs to be done in translation; my participants wouldn’t fill the 
survey on their own but would do it when I explained it. 
 
 
What worked well? 
 
The focus group was a good tool. Participants were open and I could explain that it was a 
confidential study and explain the terms. They trusted me. This information gathered was 
very useful. 
The survey and telephone worked out well once i addressed the issues listed above. Once 
again, that people trusted me and were willing to take part was a major benefit.  
Saying that the research was for the community in general was a useful approach - that it 
was about understanding Syrians experiences and how support could be improved, helped 
me to find participants.  
Overall it was easy for me to access participants because of my contacts. 
 
If I were to do this again, to improve this study, I would: 
 

 interview more Syrians including new arrivals 
 work with the Home Office to gather figures and information about new arrivals  
 seek funding to make the study larger 
 take more time 
 I would use the same tools again as these worked well and people responded well.  
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