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EMPOWERING MENTAL
HEALTH IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC:
INNOVATIVE STRATEGIES AND
ADVOCACY FOR REFUGEES AND
ASYLUM SEEKERS

INTRODUCTION:

In November 2023, the Asia Displacement Solutions Platform (ADSP) and the Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN),
with financial assistance from EU Humanitarian Aid (ECHO), co-hosted a dialogue session on the mental health of refugees - a
pressing issue in Southeast Asia. This session emerged against a backdrop of ongoing human rights and humanitarian crises in
the region, which have compelled numerous individuals and families to seek refuge away from their homes. The trauma
associated with displacement is not just physical but deeply emotional and psychological, underscoring the need for accessible
mental health support for refugees.

The objectives of this session were multifaceted and aimed at unpacking the complexities of mental health challenges in the
refugee context, especially as it relates to refugee communities within Southeast Asia. Key goals included:

Understanding the mental health challenges that refugees in the region face.

Emphasising the necessity of culturally sensitive, affordable, and accessible mental health services.
Gathering insights from experts and organisations actively involved in supporting refugee populations.
Highlighting existing initiatives and resources dedicated to enhancing the mental well-being of refugees.
Discussing successful, sustainable models and approaches in mental health support for refugees.
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Ultimately, the session aimed to develop regional advocacy recommendations to ensure refugees have unhindered access to
quality mental health services. The recommendations resulting from the consultation and dialogue held are intended for regional
stakeholders, including governments, NGOs, and other organizations involved in refugee assistance, specifically to ensure that
refugees and other people on the move have unhindered access to quality mental health services.

IMPORTANGE OF MENTAL HEALTH IN THE REGION:

Mental health, often overshadowed by immediate physical needs in crisis situations, is a vital aspect of overall well-being,
especially for refugees. The experiences of displacement, loss, and traumatic events can have long-lasting psychosocial
impacts. Addressing mental health is not only about treating illness; but also about providing a foundation for resilience,
empowerment, and ultimately, successful integration into host communities. This session underscored the importance of mental
health as a critical component of humanitarian response and support for refugees.



OVERVIEW OF PARTICIPANTS

The dialogue saw the participation of a diverse group of 28 individuals, encompassing various stakeholders deeply invested in
refugee welfare. These included representatives from think tanks, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),

international and local non-governmental organisations (INGOs and NGOs), refugees with lived experience, and Refugee-Led
Organisations (RLOs), among others. This blend of participants brought together a wealth of experience, perspectives, and expertise,
creating a comprehensive and multifaceted discussion on the mental health needs of refugees in Southeast Asia. The presence of
refugees themselves added a crucial dimension of lived experience, ensuring that the discourse remained grounded in the realities
faced by those directly affected.

CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS IN REGIONAL MENTAL HEALTH:

INSIGHTS

The discussions emphasised the need for multidisciplinary collaboration in mental health, particularly for refugees and
asylum seekers. The regional focus on Asia-Pacific highlighted the necessity of context-specific strategies that respect
cultural nuances. Mental health, especially in educational and disaster response settings, demands innovative approach-
es, recognising the limitations of traditional methods in diverse cultural contexts.

KEY CHALLENGES

One of the primary challenges identified during the consultation was the scarcity of mental health services specifically
tailored for refugees, who are often in dire need due to their challenging situations. This lack of specialised support exacer-
bates the difficulties they face. Furthermore, there is a notable deficiency in trauma-informed mental health services. Such
specialised support is critical for addressing the complex psychological issues arising from the traumatic experiences
many refugees endure. Another significant hurdle are the barriers to accessing mental health treatment. These include
high costs, language barriers, and geographical remoteness, which collectively make it challenging for refugees to obtain
the necessary mental health care. Lastly, the issue of stigma and misconceptions surrounding mental health is a consider-
able obstacle. These societal attitudes often prevent refugees from seeking the help they need, as they fear judgment or
misunderstanding from the community.

POTENTIAL PROSPECTS AND OPPORTUNITIES

The dialogue highlighted several innovative approaches to enhance the effectiveness of mental health interventions for
refugees, notably, the adoption of holistic and culturally sensitive methods such as psychodrama and art therapy. These
methods can provide an alternative means of expression and healing that may even be more aligned with the cultural
backgrounds of the refugees. Additionally, adapting the language and dialogue used in mental health practices can make
these services more inclusive and culturally sensitive. This involves revising terminology to ensure that it is understand-
able and respectful of diverse cultural backgrounds. Online collaboration emerges as another promising opportunity.
Utilising digital platforms for information sharing and collaboration among professionals can help bridge gaps in knowl-
edge and resources. Lastly, the involvement of community-based organisations and initiatives is crucial. Engaging with
these groups can perhaps provide more comprehensive and culturally attuned mental health support, ensuring that
interventions are grounded in the community's specific needs and contexts.

REGIONAL ADVOCACY RECOMMENDATIONS:

DETAILED RECOMMENDATIONS

The session culminated in the development and articulation of a series of detailed recommendations aimed at enhancing the
support and care for refugees, particularly concerning their mental health needs.

Expansion of Services: A primary recommendation is the expansion and diversification of mental health services by governments,
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and other organizations that play a role in supporting refugees and displaced persons. This involves
not only increasing the number of available services but also ensuring a variety of approaches and treatments to cater to the diverse needs
of refugees. Critical to this expansion is the improvement of information dissemination, ensuring that refugees are aware of and can access
these services easily. Furthermore, the inclusion of Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MHPSS) services in refugee programming is
crucial. These services should be integrated into the broader refugee support programs to provide a more holistic approach to care.

Provision of Facilities: Another key recommendation is the provision of mental health services offered as part of health services by the
governments at reduced cost, where applicable to the context. Offering affordable services is essential to encourage refugees, who often face
financial constraints, to seek the help they need without the cost barriers. This step is vital in making mental health care accessible to all,
regardless of their economic situation.

Enhanced Cooperation: The importance of fostering collaboration and resource sharing was also highlighted. By encouraging various
stakeholders — including NGOs, government agencies, and mental health professionals — to work together, a more integrated and efficient
support system can be developed. This collaborative approach would ensure that resources are used optimally and that refugees receive
comprehensive care.



SHORT-TERM AND LONG-TERM STRATEGIES

The recommendations are supported by both short-term and long-term strategies:

Short-term: Initially, the focus of governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and other relevant entities should be on immedi-
ate capacity building. This can be achieved through specialised training and workshops, particularly emphasising trauma-informed care and
encouraging community participation. Such training ensures that those involved in refugee support are well-equipped to handle the complex
psychological impacts of traumatic experiences.

Long-term: Over the longer term, the development of systemic advocacy strategies is critical. These strategies should aim to integrate
refugees into health systems effectively, guaranteeing that they have the necessary legal documentation and policy support. This integration
is key to ensuring that refugees have sustained and formal access to mental health services.

SPECIFIC POLICY SUGGESTIONS

As a result of the dialogue, two specific policy suggestions are put forward:

Legal Documentation: Provision of legal documentation to facilitate the integration of refugees into health systems. This process is vital
for ensuring that refugees have legal access to health services and are recognised within the health care system, including mental health
services.

Systemic Advocacy: Regional stakeholders, including governments, NGOs, healthcare providers, and community organizations, should
engage at local, national, and international levels to improve refugees' well-being and rights. Collaborating with policymakers to develop
refugee-friendly health policies, working with healthcare providers to meet refugee needs, and partnering with community leaders to create
an inclusive environment are key. This coordinated approach aims to provide comprehensive mental health support for refugees, ensuring
their rights are respected at all levels of healthcare provision.

CONCLUSION

The session underscored the critical impor-
tance of addressing mental health issues
among refugees and asylum seekers
through collaborative, culturally sensitive,
and holistic approaches. It called for action
from all stakeholders, emphasising the
need for community involvement, innova-
tive strategies, and systemic advocacy to
create a supportive and inclusive environ-
ment for mental health care. The recom-
mendations and action plans set forth a
roadmap for meaningful change, advocat-
ing for a future where mental health support
is accessible, effective, and respectful of
the diverse needs of those in vulnerable
situations.
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