
Introduction to the 

Refugee & Settlement 

Experience:
The Impact of Trauma



Acknowledgement of Traditional Owners 

In keeping with QPASTT commitment to reconciliation and 

respect we acknowledge the Turrbul & Yuggera People as 

the Traditional Owners of the land where we gather today 

and recognise that this land has always been under their 

custodianship.

We pay our respect to Elders past and present and to 

emerging community leaders. We also extend respect to 

all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people here today 

and all the ancestors of people gathered here today.



Todays learning goals 

The participants will: 

 Become familiar with key terms including trauma; torture; refugee; asylum 

seeker and migrant

 Increase their understanding of refugee experiences

 Increase their understanding of the impact of torture and trauma on individuals 

and how the resettlement process may also impact on them.

 Acquire a deeper understanding psycho social impacts of refugee related torture 

and trauma, including key presenting behaviours

 Become familiar with QPASTT services



Queensland Program of Assistance to Survivors of 

Torture and Trauma Inc

 Locations: Brisbane, Logan, Townsville, Toowoomba, Gatton, Cairns, Gold Coast, 

Ipswich, Inala and Goodna

 We offer counselling with individuals, families, adults, youth and children who have 

experienced trauma and torture prior to arriving in Australia

 Community Development

 Capacity Building

 Group Work

 Youth Work 

 Training and Professional Development

 Queensland member of FASSTT (Forum of Australian Services of Survivors of Torture 

and Trauma)

 All QPASTT services are confidential and free



QPASTT – What we do…..



QPASTT

 Staff: QPASTT has a diverse and skilled, multicultural 

staff base with 70% of staff born overseas and 

representing more than 35 different ethnic 

communities.

 Clients: In 2016 /2017, QPASTT has worked with 

1,826 people from 68 different countries, with the 

top ten being: Syria, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Somalia, 

Congo, Burma, Sri Lanka, Eritrea & Ethiopia 

 Training and Education: QPASTT supported over 

1,600 refugee service providers and 300 school staff 

to build their capacity to work more effectively with 

people from refugee backgrounds. 





The Refugee Experience – In country of origin

 Persistent and long-term political 
repression 

 Deprivation of human rights and 
harassment/intimidation

 Witnessing death squads and mass 
murders

 Torture

 Separation from and losing family 
members

 Loss of shelter, forced displacement

 Sexual assaults

 Extreme deprivation – poverty, 
unsanitary conditions, 

 Lack of access to health care

 Oppression and intimidation

 Deprivation of education, social 
interaction and psychological 
development for children.



Torture and Trauma Definitions

• Trauma: an inescapably stressful event that 
overwhelms people’s existing coping 
mechanisms

• Torture: any act by which severe pain or 
suffering, whether physical or mental, is 
intentionally inflicted on a person for such 
purposes as obtaining from him, or a third 
person, information or a confession, punishing 
him for an act he or a third person has 
committed or is suspected of having committed, 
or intimidating or coercing him or a third person, 
or for any reason based on discrimination of any 
kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by 
or at the instigation of or with the consent or 
acquiescence of a public official or other person 
acting in an official capacity. 



The Refugee Experience - Urban Refugees



www.qpastt.org.au 

“ Arriving in a new country as a refugee is like arriving as a 

newborn baby. We come without clothes, without baggage. 

We come without knowledge about the world in which we 

found ourselves, without the language to find out. We are 

totally dependent on the goodwill of those around us to 

ensure that we survive, and also for the quality of that 

survival.”

Pittaway, E. (1991). Refugee women – still at risk in Australia. AGPS: Canberra

The Refugee Experience 



The Refugee Experience -Australia's Humanitarian Program

 Two components:

 Offshore resettlement for people in humanitarian need overseas; 

and

 Onshore protection for those people already in Australia who 

engage Australia’s protection requirements under the United 

Nations 1951 Refugee Convention.

 Outcomes of 2016/17 Refugee and Humanitarian programme:

 In 2016-17, a total of 21,968 visas were granted under the Humanitarian 

Programme, of which 12,059 visas were granted under the offshore 

component and 1,711 visas were granted under the onshore component.

 In March 2017, Australia finalised the last of the one-off 12,000 extra 

places to people found to be refugees from the Iraq and Syrian conflicts. 

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/getfacts/statistics/aust/dibp-2016-2017/



Offshore processing

 As of October 2017, over two thousand people 

remain in Australia’s offshore processing centres in 

Papua New Guinea and Nauru. Of these, 902 are in 

PNG, and a further 1,129 are in Nauru (p.110). 362 

people had been transferred to Australia for 

medical reasons or with accompanying family.

 The Department reported that it had assisted in 

the ‘voluntary departure’ of 60 people during the 

year from Nauru or PNG. Australia also supported 

arrangements for Nauru to increase the validity of 

their visas from 10 to 20 years.

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/getfacts/statistics/aust/dibp-2016-2017/

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/getfacts/operation-sovereign-borders-offshore-detention-statistics/


 TPV – valid for 3 years

 SHEV – valid for 5 years, must indicated an intention to work 

or study in a specified regional area

 Both visa types:

• Ineligible to sponsor family members for resettlement 

• Freedom of movement within Australia but must not travel overseas 

without special written approval from the Minister of Immigration 

• No case management support from settlement agencies, may be 

eligible for short term support if there are exceptional needs 

• Able to work, study and access Medicare

• School aged children able to access education  

Temporary Protection Visas (TPV) and Safe 

Haven Enterprise Visas (SHEV)



Key Issues Encountered With This Client 

Group
The majority of clients seen at QPASTT have experienced:

• Some form of state sanctioned violence (torture) and/or trauma 

• Long periods of displacement in harsh conditions with limited access to 

basic services

Cultural adjustment on arrival, which can be 

equally traumatic

• Challenges of settlement

• New & confusing systems 

• Complex Trauma

• Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

• Grief and Loss 

© FASSTT

NOTE

* Asylum seekers/refugees can 

experience strong fear 

reactions that may compromise 

ability to communicate.  This 

condition can continue for 

years.

*Refugees often fear authority 

and may not trust officials or 

lawyers



• Resilience and resourcefulness;

• Adaptability;

• Strong commitment to the family and values 
of the community;

• Strong desire to achieve educationally, 
economically;

• Desire to contribute to new country

• Broad international experience, multilingual 
and awareness of many cultures.

Strengths and qualities often seen in 

people with a refugee background:

www.qpastt.org.au    www.ASeTTS.org.au 



Complex Trauma

“In many cases… sustained and/or repeated traumatic events are of 

human design, intended to leave the victim fearing, and feeling helpless 

to prevent recurrence.”



How can we 

support healing 

and recovery?




‘Common‘ Life 

Experiences

Migration, 
Settlement / 

Detention

Refugee  Trauma 
Experiences

Birth, death, partnership/ marriage, 
education, work, leisure, entertainment, 
caring for children, elderly parents, 
school, illness, tax, political system,  
mortgage/rent, relationships ending, 
moving house, puberty, menopause, 
relationships/ friendships

Secrecy, decisions on who's leaving/staying, 
not able to say goodbye, illness, starvation, 

refugee camps, attacks, fear, loneliness, 
losing people along the way, lack of shelter, 

no belongings, no sense of belonging, 
rejected, going into unknown, application 

process, life on hold, safety, culture 
shock/adjustment

Witnessing death squads / mass murder, torture, 
disappearances, forced marches, extreme 

deprivation (poverty, unsanitary conditions, lack of 
access to health care), persistent & long-term 

political repression, deprivation of human rights & 
harassment, removal of shelter, forced displacement 

from home, destruction of home/crops/cattle or 
community, perilous flight or escape, separation from 

family members, refugee camp experiences 
(prolonged squalor, malnutrition, lack of protection), 

rape and sexual assault.www.qpastt.org.au

The Refugee Experience 



U- curve of Adjustment



Life threat

Killings, assaults

Threats of harm to 

family, friends

Poor nutrition

Loss

Death

Separation

Isolation, dislocation

Exposure to 
boundless human 
brutality  on mass 

scale

Value transgression

Invasion of personal 

boundaries

Impossible choices
www.foundationhouse.org.au



Framework - Trauma Reactions

SETTLEMENT FACTORS CORE COMPONENTS OF THE 

TRAUMA REACTION

Ongoing danger in country of origin

New unfamiliar environment

Fear about the future and of not 

coping

Anxiety

Feelings of helplessness

Perceived loss of control

Continuing separation from 

family members

Loss of belonging in new 

dominant culture

Relationships changed

Capacity for intimacy altered

Grief

Depression

Devaluing of person in new culture

Injustices

Exposure to ignorance and lack of 

understanding

Shattering of previously held assumptions:

loss of trust

meaning & identity destroyed

view of the future altered

Racial Prejudice

New Humiliations

Guilt

Shame



The following symptoms, where persistent, 

suggest the need for a referral:

- Uncontrolled or frequent crying or 
other extreme reactions to mildly 
stressful events

- Sleep problems – too much or too 
little

- Depressed mood

- Fearfulness

- Significantly impaired memory & 
concentration

- Stress-related physical illness: 
headaches, stomach pain

- Flashbacks

- Nightmares

- Excessive rumination or 
preoccupation with one idea

- Excessive physiological startle 
response

- Avoidance of triggers

+ PLUS these symptoms are believed to 

be associated with their experiences of 
torture and/or trauma

Remember children 
and young people will 
express their distress 

differently

http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCMbc_qHWrscCFUIWpgodCb4CHg&url=http://www.nimh.nih.gov/news/science-news/2011/interventions-show-promise-in-treating-depression-among-preschoolers.shtml&ei=sRHRVYbAMsKsmAWJ_IrwAQ&bvm=bv.99804247,d.dGY&psig=AFQjCNEU_dqLFLq3fAC9JQEyPyO2qHxofA&ust=1439851262168965


 Sleeping problems

 Headaches

 Stomach aches

 Demanding

 Stealing or hoarding of food, 

books and clothing

 Clumsiness 

 ‘Fussy eating’

 Increased or decreased weight

 Bedwetting

 Aggression

 Shyness or withdrawal

 ‘Clinginess’ to parents or 

teachers

 Very distressed when separated 

from parents



Framework – Recovery Goals

CORE COMPONENTS OF THE TRAUMA 
REACTION

THE RECOVERY GOALS

Loss of safety
Anxiety

Feelings of helplessness
Perceived loss of control

To restore safety, enhance control

and reduce the disabling effects of fear and

anxiety

Loss of significant attachments
Relationships changed

Capacity for intimacy altered
Grief

Depression

Foster connections, overcome grief and loss

Shattering of previously held assumptions:
loss of trust

meaning & identity destroyed
view of the future altered

Guilt
Shame

Humiliation

To restore dignity and value 

To reduce shame and guilt

To restore meaning and

purpose to life



RECOVERY GOAL STRATEGIES

Restoring Safety, 

Predictability and Control

Expect anxiety and distrust

Provide a predictable & safe environment

Provide information about the common effects of trauma, retriggering 

of past trauma & services

Explain processes, providing & discussing choices where possible 

Explain policies (confidentiality, rights & responsibilities)

Explore person’s explanatory model (cultural)

Use qualified interpreters & translated material

Help restore safety by attending to practical recovery needs – health, 

welfare, employment & accommodation

Provide advocacy – but don’t disempower

Reacquaint or develop stress management strategies (relaxation, 

exercise, sleep hygiene, self-soothing, medication, diet)

Promote patterns of control & routine in daily life

Setting realistic goals which enhance control & sense of mastery (small 

steps)

Active listening/supportive counselling

Prepare for changes to routine

Give praise & encouragement for small gains

Attend to any safety risk issues



RECOVERY GOAL STRATEGIES

Fostering Connections, 

Overcoming Grief and 

Loss

Trusting, continuing, predictable & professional relationship 

Expect, recognize, identify and acknowledge grief and loss (including 

ambiguous loss)

Encourage links with community , including cultural community where 

appropriate, spiritual &/or community leaders, schools, health center, 

supportive agencies etc. 

Honoring existing relationships with family whilst also acknowledging that 

contact with family who is still at risk may reduce own sense  of safety

Educate services on unique needs to enhance success of referral

Adopt a stance of curiosity in relation to cultural beliefs and practices 

Consider interventions that work with individuals, families, group & 

communities 

Assisting with problems of settlement 

Provide cultural information 

Provide opportunities to share culture & experiences

Encourage to express their feelings & thoughts

 Promote social skills (if needed) within new cultural context



RECOVERY GOAL STRATEGIES

Restoring Purpose and 

Meaning

Modeling a human encounter which is predictable, respectful, of genuine 

concern and has limits

Expect distrust and withdrawal/dependent behaviour (moderate own 

reactions)

Provision of information about the impacts of trauma on the body and 

mind

Acknowledgement of the persons’ difficulties

Curiosity of person’s culture, past experiences, values/beliefs, hopes for 

the future

Validation of profound cultural difference in values between country of 

origin and Australia

Working with symptoms at client’s pace to integrate meaning, reduce 

symptom severity and rebuild sense of self worth and identity

Encourage and support activities that give meaning and purpose (e.g., 

religious practices, employment – paid or otherwise, social activities, 

social justice)

Encourage and support participation in client’s identified community



RECOVERY GOAL STRATEGIES

Enhancing Dignity and 

Self-Respect, Reducing 

Shame

Warm, genuine and trusting relationship may restore self-value

Being respectful & non-judgmental of difference

Anticipate and respect reluctance re: self-disclosure

Explain policies (privacy, confidentiality, rights & responsibilities)

Use of appropriate interpreters

Understanding the torture strategy as an act of oppression, helps in 

reducing shame – provide a political understanding of the causes and 

reasons behind war to provide a framework for events in their lives

Recognition of courage and loss

Advocacy (be careful to not disempower)

Encourage self-care activities

Confidentiality

Recognition of harmful effects of the detention environment and the 

shame of powerlessness from trauma experience

Acknowledgment of strengths and courage 

Facilitate opportunities for pleasure

Respectful treatment e.g., correct pronunciation of names

Have a background knowledge of country of origin and political 

situation



Culture Knowledge V’s Cultural 

Competency 

“Teach us about this group’s 

culture”



The movement towards cultural competency involves the diminishing of 

ethnocentric attitudes, more open behaviours, greater flexibility and non-

judgmental perceptions 

A culturally competent individual is likely to posses: 

• • A strong knowledge of how one’s own culture shapes attitudes, 

perceptions and behaviours 

• • A valuing of diversity and willingness to learn about other peoples cultures 

• • Specific knowledge of the language, customs and values of particular 

cultures 

• • The skills to feel comfortable and communicate effectively with people 

from diverse cultural backgrounds 

• • An awareness of the limited value of stereotyping individuals from certain 

cultures or ethnicities 



Strategies for working with people from 

refugee backgrounds



• Consistency and predictability of the relationship

• Demonstrate a caring attitude, genuineness and warmth

• Accepting fluctuations in the person’s behaviour which may include caution, 
suspicion,  dependency, ‘testing’ the teacher, and anger

• Conveying knowledge of the refugee experience

• Preparing for separations and endings

• Maximising the person’s control in the relationship

• Limit setting

• Ability to listen

• Gender sensitivity

• Respecting confidentiality

• Cultural awareness (self and others)  and curiosity 

Characteristics of a Good Working 

Relationship

www.qpastt.org.au 



Referring to QPASTT

If you believe that a person would benefit from QPASTT services it is 

important that:

 The referral is discussed with the person and person’s permission for 

referral is obtained 

 QPASTT does not have the capacity to work with acute mental 

health issues or crisis situations however will co-manage with the 

acute mental health system.

 Duty Counsellors are available to discuss potential referrals and 

possible alternative supports.





Thank you!



Recommended Readings:

 What is the what?  A novel by Dave Eggers

 The Kite Runner. A novel by Khaled Hosseini

Useful websites:

Refugee Council http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/

Department of Immigration http://www.immi.gov.au/Pages/Welcome.aspx

United Nations http://unhcr.org.au/unhcr/

FASTT Network http://www.fasstt.org.au/home/index.php

Foundation House http://www.foundationhouse.org.au/home/index.htm

STARTTS http://www.startts.org.au/

Association for Torture and Trauma Survivors http://www.asetts.org.au/

Companion House https://www.companionhouse.org.au/

Melaleuca http://www.melaleuca.org.au/

Migrant Resource Centre http://www.mrchobart.org.au/index.htm

Supporting Survivors of Torture and Trauma http://www.sttars.org.au/

Further Information

http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/
http://www.immi.gov.au/Pages/Welcome.aspx
http://unhcr.org.au/unhcr/
http://www.fasstt.org.au/home/index.php
http://www.foundationhouse.org.au/home/index.htm
http://www.startts.org.au/
http://www.asetts.org.au/
https://www.companionhouse.org.au/
http://www.melaleuca.org.au/
http://www.mrchobart.org.au/index.htm
http://www.sttars.org.au/
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