
An introductory guide to

migration and mental health:

What are we talking about exactly? 



OBJECTIVE

To help non-specialists and partners of the International Organization for Migration (IOM) to  understand  migration 
from a mental health perspective, better integrate these dimensions in their activities, provide more space for diverse 
narratives about migration and to integrate mental health in awareness campaigns.

“To be uprooted means to have no place in the world, recognized and guaranteed by others; to be super�uous means not to 
belong to the world at all” (H. Arendt the Origins of Totalitarianism, 1951) 

“What is it then – months or years before the body sets out or is even aware of it – the event, the moment and the motive, for 
which reasoning concludes that there is no alternative? What is that point of no return where the mind begins the journey in 
silence. To move or to succumb?” (B. Bruyère, A human adventure: migration, 2014)
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INTRODUCTION

Today, as they always have done, men and women, young 
and old, from di�erent social backgrounds, go in search of 
what they do not �nd where they were born. In doing so, 
they try to solve all kinds of problems and come up against 
many obstacles faced by those who, one day, decide to leave 
their community of origin.

I propose here a psychological overview of some aspects 
about migration based on two key de�nitions:  IOM’s 
de�nition of migration and the World Health Organization 
(WHO)’s de�nition of mental health. 

1. IOM AND MIGRATION: PSYCHOLOGICAL 
OVERVIEW
According to IOM, migration means: “The movement of 
persons away from their place of usual residence, to settle 
temporarily or permanently and for various reasons, either 
across an international border or within a State.”

Consider the psychological aspects related to this de�nition 
point by point:

‘Leaving one’s usual place of residence’: this implies �rst 
a process of separation or a break, a change in the quality of 
relationships with one’s surroundings, habits, lifestyle, and 
cultural practices such as:t
-  Dress code;
-  Eating habits;  
-  Religious practices; 
-  Gatherings and rituals;  
-  Ways of relating to others (for example saying hello,        
socialising, professional and leisure activities); 
-  Important people in their lives (friends, family, institutional 
organization “care, administration” …); 
-  Acquisitions (trainings, professions, goods).

In this context, the mind and body are both involved. The 
experiences are psychological and physical since mental and 
physical health are interconnected.

Therefore, “leaving” means to be stripped of this set of 
available resources.

    ‘for various reasons’: but why leave? Again, psychological 
motivations are important:

    - Economic, social, environmental reasons:
What allows for personal development is also access to 
institutions. These institutions represent the guarantors of the 
frameworks for living together. They are based on social 
organizers (the law, religion, etc.). In some countries, forms of 
confusion exist and what should institute and regulate living 
together actually functions in ambiguous ways.

This is re�ected in speeches such as: “The government does 
not help us, we do not know what the law is, what are our 
rights, we have no access to anything, no opportunity 
either…”. Furthermore, access to new technologies leads to a 
sometimes-paradoxical culture shock between 
hypermodernity and tradition from which many migrants 
come, and globalization maintains the illusion of equal 
treatment for all, when living conditions are clearly very 
disparate.

“I see others living in a di�erent way and I can’t access them,” 
or “I hear and see those around me going through the daily 
grind, I feel responsible and powerless to support or to 
help.”

This type of experience results in frustration, envy (jealousy) 
and curiosity to �nd other ways of doing things or living; 
frustration, envy and curiosity are psychological processes that 
are related to feelings, emotions as well as behaviours that are 
sometimes positive, sometimes negative, which are the main 
psychological, emotional, and a�ective drivers of migration. 
Economic reasons are only a social translation.

These internal psychological movements can as well increase 
the idea that things would be di�erent elsewhere.

3

socialising, professional and leisure activities); 

organization “care, administration” …); 



    - Family reason:
Con�icts within the family, including generational, cultural, and 
gender con�ict linked to the lack of consideration and 
recognition, or support from the family environment, related 
to the guilt reaction of not being able to support the family; all 
these situations a�ect people psychologically and generate the 
feeling of not having a place or a function within the group. 
Again, these are psychological aspects that lead to action to 
�nd solutions. When a family member leaves, the family 
continues to function but reorganizes itself to integrate the 
absent person, knowing that the place is no longer vacant. The 
myth of the prodigal son who would save the family by 
migrating confronts the family and the returnees with a reality: 
the family functions with or without them. What places can 
they take back then?

Now we have left considering all the psychological elements 
involved, let’s see what happens on the road and in the 
settlement.

Settling in another place (another region within the same 
country, or in another country):
Examples of (voluntary) migration experience: 
- Going to study in a big city; 
- Settling down as a couple (voluntarily).

Experiences of “deportation”, exclusions (forced migration):  
- Sending a child from the village to the city; 
- Leaving one family to settle in another (forced marriage); 
- Polygamy with family con�icts and rivalries, leading to the   
exclusion of members.

It is common to �nd in the personal migrants’ history these 
kinds of situations, in which they have been the object of an 
external decision. As time goes by and they mature, they 
return and then become subjects by choosing to leave, often 
repeating a movement of self-exclusion.

Migration involves a whole series of changes for everyone and 
requires adaptation:  
- The environment: climate, dress style, way of relating to the 
environment, food…; 
- Language, communication styles; 
- Loss of social network; 
- Changes in social roles, family roles; 
- Possibilities of religious practices and respect of their 
prohibition; 
- Con�icts in loyalty (how can we remain ourselves in a 
di�erent environment?).

They must as well adapt to the host society, which is full of 
“ordinary racism” due to their noticeable di�erences in 
appearance of migrants.

All these new situations provoke psychological and behavioral 
reactions among migrants:  
- Feeling that they do not understand anything.          
- Feeling confused or lost. 
- The increased stigma because of their di�erences between 
them (for example being white in a Black Country, or vice 
versa).

These are signs of a disruption in their way of thinking, but also 
in their ability to use their own resources: for example, “what 
worked at home, does not work here”. How to do it? Some 
rituals I used to do, allowed me to calm down (prayer, sport, 
meeting some friends…) but in this new context, I no longer 
know if and how I can continue these rituals.’

2. WHO DEFINITION OF MENTAL HEALTH
Mental Health is “A state of well-being that enables people to 
achieve their potential, cope with life's normal challenges, work 
successfully and productively, and be able to contribute to the 
community”.

Well-being:
Each person assesses for themselves what makes up their own 
well-being, what helps to maintain it and what e�ects it. Each 
person can identify the people, places and situations that make 
them feel good or that are uncomfortable or unpleasant. This 
is deeply personal and subjective.

Often, people face situations that push them to ‘cope’ with 
them. In other words, their own resources are being tested, 
they can be e�ective and sometimes not. It is in these kinds of 
situations that distress appears. In some situations, one remains 
speechless; words cannot explain, they cannot re�ect the 
emotions power that run through, nor can they identify them.

When words fail to come out, the expression of su�ering 
often goes through the body. There are many related somatic 
complaints: such as headaches, backache, etc.

Language is a medium, making it possible to communicate 
thoughts from one to another. However, language does not 
only transmit information. It is as well a bath of lyrics, sounds, 
melodies, rhythms, in which we have been immersed even 
before understanding the meaning.  Language means belonging 
to a community. Language also embodies a life experience and 
determines the way we perceive the world. It is about our 
sense of identity.
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Realizing one’s potential:
Before realizing it, one must be able to discover it. How can 
one know him/herself and his/her resources, discover one's 
potential, when he/she cannot access the institutions that 
allow him/her to explore and learn? Feeling deep down that 
there are possibilities, dreaming of accessing jobs, social 
situations, but without being able to imagine steps and 
support to achieve them will generate frustration, 
disillusionment, and then sadness and even despair. It can then 
become di�cult to cope with life's di�culties and this leads to 
daily survival strategies. The main concern is to ensure a daily 
minimum that becomes a norm in some contexts. Working 
productively and successfully is then de�ned in relation to a 
social norm of ensuring survival, and no longer an aspect of 
personal, individual development.

It is therefore a question of placing this set in a cultural 
context. The e�ects of globalization generate a con�ict of 
thoughts between the reality in certain contexts and the 
information and representations to which the candidates for 
migration have access.

Contribution to the community:
Feeling useful, knowing that we count for someone, who 
thinks about us, who cares about us, is reassuring. Having 
spaces where we can share and discuss about our daily lives 
also allows us to relieve moments of internal tension, 
emotional overload or ruminations of thoughts. Taking care of 
one’s daily tasks (work, cleaning, etc.), being able to take care 
of ourselves and others (washing, feeding and caring for 
ourselves), supports our feeling of being useful to the 
community, of contributing to its daily life. Here again, 
everyone should be able to �nd their place and their way of 
contributing. If some of these needs are not met, again, the 
consequences on emotions and thoughts are noticeable.

3. THE CONTEXTS OF MIGRATION AND 
EXILE, PSYCHOSOCIAL ELEMENTS
An immigrant, whatever the reasons, is above all an emigrant 
subject. They were already someone with their own story, 
made up of a collective story (socio-cultural-political context), 
related to an individual story (education, family, 
socio-economic context).

Migration involves both a monetary and a psychological cost. 
The trip organization also highlights these dimensions. In this 
case, it is common to talk about the monetary bene�t of 
migration, it is also possible to talk about the psychological 
bene�t in this process. 

From a psychological perspective, money represents the 
amount of energy and the quality of relationships, that �ow 
through migration processes. Money and economic reasons 
are therefore only a vector, a means, and almost never a 
reason.

Most of the time, migrants are allocated to be di�erent and 
therefore victims of discrimination and stigma. The long-term 
migratory experience deeply changes the feeling of identity, in 
other words: ‘one does not migrate with impunity’.

The identity of all migrants (including expats) changes in a long, 
sometimes painful, but always creative process. In terms of 
identity, as in the �eld of emotions, an often-deliberate 
process takes place internally. First, there is the work of loss 
and mourning in relation to social ties, to the place of origin, 
then a minimum of adaptation work, to the daily living space 
abroad. This work also involves acquiring new points of 
reference and even appropriating the norms and values of the 
host society. In short, a whole process of restructuring is 
induced by the extraordinary setting in motion of e�ects and 
cultural work, carried out in and by international migration. 
Between the desire to reconstitute the life of 'back home’ and 
the feeling of being suspended between two worlds, migrants 
maintain both material and immaterial links with their country 
of origin.

The return:
The return home makes them feel the distance (emotional, 
relational, psychological) that has been established between 
them and those they left behind. This wound leads to a loss of 
meaning regarding their migratory journey (why did they 
leave?), and on their return, a new stage of re-adaptation, akin 
to that of immigration, is required. When you have changed 
inside, how do you get back into a world that you do not 
know anymore but think you understand, with which you feel 
out of step? How do you �nd a place in a world that is both 
similar and di�erent?

Returning home then becomes a new form of migration, but 
the only di�erence is that the environment that was familiar 
has become foreign because of the migration. Re-establishing 
links, rebuilding a place or creating new relationships and a 
new place to live and so on, while being close to and far from 
what one left at the beginning and the reasons for it. These are 
some of the many new and sometimes di�cult stages that will 
put to the test, again, the mental health of the subject.
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In view of this brief statement of the links between migration and mental health, the aim is, of course, not to complicate 
migration, but to highlight the processes involved and the way in which this a�ects each subject. For each person, depending on 
his or her resources and the quality of his or her relationships with those around him or her, the impacts will be important on 
this or that aspect.  A migrant’s story is unique; therefore, it is important to allow them to tell their own story, not what we 
might expect and want to hear from them. The expression of emotions and thoughts should not be avoided.

No, migration is not traumatizing. It is a main part of human nature.  Life events, however, can lead to psycho-trauma, which 
often has nothing to do with migration itself. Violent events, which can be private or public, have e�ects and happen every day 
and come from everywhere. Most of the shocking or violent situations faced by migrants on the road are either completely new 
and therefore surprising (other cultures, other ways of relating), or on the contrary, because they are too familiar:

-  Being beaten or raped in the family, or being beaten or raped on the road? The di�erence lies in the delusion that the migrant 
could hope not to �nd this violence when leaving.
-  Seeing family members die for lack of care or friends on the road for the same reasons?
 

CONCLUSION

‘The tree has roots; man has feet.’ 
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