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To al those who have ever had to make the harrowing decision
to leave their homeland in search of peace and freedom.
| remain in awe of your courage.
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ABSTRACT

The ability to make meaning of extreme events is a key determinant of psychological
adjustment to trauma. Guided by Park’s (2010) integrated meaning-making model, the
principal aim of this dissertation was to investigate the meaning-making experiences of
resettled Syrian refugees and the impact of those experiences on posttraumatic adjustment. To
this end, we conducted a mixed-methods cross-sectional study, with two phases of data
collection and two independent samples. A total of 44 Syrian war-exposed adults living in
urban communities across continental Portugal participated in Phase 1 Focus Groups (n=2; 5
participants) and Phase 2 individual interviews (n = 39). Empirical results are described in
Chapters 3 to 7. Key results identified: (1) exposure to significant meaning-shattering events
pre-, during, and post-flight; (2) the centrality of pre-war global meanings related to identity,
justice, control, God, expectations of normality, intact family and country, and peace to
appraise the war and forced displacement; (3) situational appraisals as both intra- and
interpersonal processes subject to revisiting with new trauma, new information, time, and
context; (4) cognitive-specific, as well as immediate and gradua meaning violations; (5)
determinants of search for meaning including cumulative stressors, availability of cognitive
resources, stage of displacement, social support, coping strategies, and devel opmental age; (6)
negative, positive, ambivalent, and unresolved meanings-made of trauma; and (7)
psychological adjustment to refugee trauma as a continuum of responses, from distress to
perceptions of growth. Findings suggest that meaning-making of refugee trauma entails a set
of concurrent, dynamic, cognitive-specific tragjectories that are informed by place and
sociopolitical context, and thus prone to be repeatedly revisited. Findings further challenge
the concept of successful psychological adjustment to trauma as an end-state. This work
highlights the need to promote adaptive meaning-making as an integrated experience that
prioritizes repairing the meanings most severely challenged by war, including sense of justice,

belonging, control, as well as the possibility of a peaceful and safe future.
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RESUMO

O processo de atribuicdo de sentido a acontecimentos extremos € um determinante-chave do
gjustamento psicolégico ao trauma. Tendo por base 0 modelo tedrico integrado de atribuicdo
de sentido (Park, 2010), este trabalho teve como principal objetivo investigar os processos de
atribuicdo de sentido em refugiados sirios reinstal ados, bem como o impacto desses processos
no gustamento pos-traumético. Para tal, foi realizado um estudo transversal, de métodos
mistos, com duas fases de recolha de dados e duas amostras independentes. Um total de 44
sobreviventes de guerra sirios, adultos, reinstaados em diferentes cidades portuguesss,
participaram em Grupos Focais (Fase 1; n = 2, 5 participantes) e em entrevistas individuais
(Fase 2; n = 39). Os Capitulos 3 a 7 descrevem os resultados empiricos. Os principais
resultados identificaram: (1) exposicdo a numeros significativos de acontecimentos
potencial mente traumaticos antes, durante e apds a fuga; (2) centralidade de sentidos globais
(i.e, global meanings) relativos a identidade, justica, controlo, Deus, expectativas de
normalidade, familia e pais intactos, e paz, na avaliacao das experiéncias de guerra e migracéo
forcada;, (3) avaliaghes situacionais (i.e., Situational meanings) enquanto processos tanto
intrinsecos como extrinsecos, reavaliados com exposi¢ao a novos traumas, a novainformagao,
com o tempo e contexto; (4) violacbes de sentido (i.e., meaning violations) tanto imediatas
como progressivas e gque afetam cognicBes especificas; (5) determinantes de procura de
sentido, incluindo stressores cumulativos, disponibilidade de recursos cognitivos, periodo
migratério, suporte social, estratégias de evitamento e idade; (6) sentidos atribuidos ao trauma
(i.e.,, meanings-made) negativos, positivos, ambivaentes e incompletos,; e (7) austamento
psicoldgico ao trauma associado a experiéncia de refiigio como um continuum de respostas,
que vdo do distress a percecdes de crescimento psicoldgico. Os resultados sugerem que a
atribuicdo de sentido ao trauma associado a experiéncia de reflgio inclui um conjunto de
trgetorias paraelas, dinamicas e relativas a cognicdes especificas, que sdo informadas pelo
contexto sociopolitico e lugar e, como tal, propensas a serem repetidamente reavaliadas. Por
outro lado, os resultados desafiam conceitos de gustamento psicologico positivo enquanto
processo com um fim definido. Este estudo destaca a necessidade de promover processos
adaptativos de atribuicdo de sentido enquanto experiéncia integrada, que priorize a reparacdo
das estruturas cognitivas mais severamente danificadas pelo trauma, incluindo sentido de
justica, pertenca, controlo, bem como a expectativa de um futuro em paz e seguranca.
Palavras-chave:

Atribuicdo de sentido; ajustamento psicol 6gico; experiéncia de reflgio; trauma coletivo
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INTRODUCTION

Eleven years after it started as a peaceful uprising, the Syrian war remains the
source of the largest refugee crisis of our time (United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees [UNHCR], 2021). More than 13 million civilians have fled their homes
following exposure to a brutal conflict that has left hundreds of thousands of people dead
and torn apart families, communities, and country. As survivors of the refugee
experience, Syrians refugees have reported exposure to diverse types of trauma,
harrowing migration journeys, and repeated displacements in light of shifting battle
frontlines and the protracted nature of the war (Ben Farhat et al., 2018; Hassan et al.,
2015; Khamis, 2019). These extreme life circumstances reinforce the uprootedness of the
refugee experience, have the potential to violate refugees’ assumptions about themselves,
the world, and their place in the world (ter Heide et al., 2017), and to cause significant
long-term psychological distress (Bogic et al., 2015). Yet, despite the extreme nature of
war and refugee trauma, a growing body of literature has suggested that refugees also
experience positive psychological adjustment and perceive benefits from trauma (Chan et
al., 2016; Modesti & Talamo, 2021).

The trauma recovery literature posits that, when faced with a highly stressful event
that is perceived as discrepant from one’s worldviews or global meaning structures,
individuals engage in meaning-making efforts aimed at reframing the traumatic event in
order to fit previous beliefs or at rebuilding shattered meanings in order to reduce distress
(Park, 2010; Sherrer, 2011; Taylor, 1983). Psychological adjustment is thus achieved
through cognitive reappraisal processes that enable individuals to return to or exceed
previous levels of psychological functioning.

Thus far, the empirical research on the role of meaning-making in psychological
adjustment has not only lagged behind the rich Western-based theoretical advances, but
also been largely focused on specific components of meaning-making in Western
survivors of single-incidence personal events (Cloitre, 2009; Park, 2010). Despite being
disproportionately affected by potentially meaning-shattering events, it remains unclear
how non-Western refugee populations make meaning of complex trauma and perceive
psychological benefits and growth from their experiences.

To help close this gap, in 2017, we designed a cross-sectional mixed-methods
study, “Journeys in Meaning” (JiM), guided by Park’s (2010) integrated meaning-making
model that aimed to examine the meaning-making trajectories of Syrian refugees and the



impact of those trajectories on psychological adjustment in resettlement (Principal
Objective). The sample included 44 Syrian war-exposed adults recently-arrived to
Portugal through four refugee streams (resettlement, relocation, spontaneous asylum
applicants, and higher education programs for refugees) and included two phases of data
collection with independent samples: Focus Groups (Phase 1) and individual interviews
(Phase 2).

The present dissertation is organized in seven chapters. The present chapter begins
by providing a general background and theoretical framework supporting our research
objectives. The general background is organized in three sections: refugee experience,
determinants of refugee mental health, and theoretical models of psychological
adjustment to trauma. The second part of the chapter describes JiM’s objectives, design,
and method. Chapters 2 through 7 are based on published or submitted articles. Chapter 2
presents a brief literature review of empirical studies with refugee populations that focus
on different aspects of meaning-making processes, and the following chapters (Chapters
3, 4,5, 6, and 7) are based on six empirical articles that make specific contributions
towards achieving the study’s objectives.

The last chapter (Chapter 8) provides a summary and integrated discussion of the
main findings, including this work’s contribution for theory and practice, and makes

recommendations for future research, clinical practice and policy.



GENERAL BACKGROUND
The Refugee Experience

The refugee experience is characterized by exposure to cumulative, extreme,
community-impacting trauma, and significant losses and additional stressors pre-, during,
and post-flight (Miller & Rasmussen, 2010; Porter & Haslam, 2005; Schubert &
Punamaki, 2011). Persecution based on race, religion, nationality, political opinion, and
social group, war, torture, and other forms of collective and/or community-impacting
violence trigger migration processes in search of safety, often many years after the onset
of violence (McAdam, 2005). The majority of the world’s 34.4 million people displaced
across international borders (i.e., refugees and asylum-seekers) have sought protection in
neighboring countries, with only a minority of these individuals — an estimated 5 million
— being able to reach third countries of resettlement in the West (UNHCR, 2021), either
on their own, often following dangerous sea or desert crossings, as asylum-seekers, or
through resettlement programs, where they are flown from first asylum countries in the
hope of rebuilding their lives in resettlement. However, in these post-migration settings,
which are seldom of their choosing, refugees and asylum-seekers face significant daily
hardships associated with the challenges of integration (Hynie, 2018; Phillimore, 2020).
Despite having access to initial assistance through state-sponsored integration programs,
refugees face particular challenges related to the forced nature of their experience and the
impossibility of return to their homeland that reinforce their sense of loss, the
uprootedness of their life experience, and the sense of discontinuity from their past lives,
which negatively impact their mental health (Schick et al., 2016; Sorgen, 2015; Strang &
Quinn, 2019).

Syrian War (2011-present)

In March 2011, inspired by a wave of pro-democracy demonstrations across the
Arab world, peaceful protests erupted across several Syrian cities denouncing President
Assad’s authoritarian regime and demanding democratic reforms (Yacoubian, 2021). The
government responded with brutal violence, Killing, imprisoning, and torturing
demonstrators, and, by 2012, what began as a peaceful uprising, had escalated into a full-
fledged civil war where war crimes and crimes against humanity abounded, and included
indiscriminate bombings, use of chemical weapons, massacres, and enforced sieges that

effectively deprived civilians of basic necessities (Laub, 2021).



As Syria descended into chaos, by 2014 radical Islamist groups had conquered
large portions of the territory, which prompted the military intervention of the United
States and its allies to support depleted opposition forces and defeat the Islamic State, and
of Russia and Iran to back Syrian government forces (Council on Foreign Relations
[CFR], 2022; World Politics Review [WPR], 2022). With the Islamic State’s retreat and
as the Syrian army progressively recaptured and consolidated control over most of the
country, by the end of 2018 the conflict had turned in Assad’s favor and appeared to be
drawing to a close. And yet, as the conflict enters its eleventh year, significant areas in the
northern part of the country remain outside the control of the regime and are prone to
surges of high-intensity fighting that keep generating new waves of refugees and
effectively delay peace and rebuilding prospects, as well as the ability of those who fled
to return home (Al-Jazeera, 2021; WPR, 2022).

Mass Displacement

The humanitarian cost of the Syrian war has been devastating. More than 60% of
the country’s pre-war population has been forced to flee their homes and been repeatedly
displaced as battle frontlines shifted and regional geopolitics dictated the flow of mass
displacements (Hassan et al., 2015). In addition to the 6.7 million refugees who sought
protection across international borders, there are still 6.8 million civilians displaced inside
the country, approximately 900,000 of whom were forced out of their homes in early
2020 alone following the battle over the northwestern Idlib province, when the war had
supposedly been drawn to a close (UNHCR, 2021; WPR, 2022). Most death toll estimates
set the number of Syrian civilians and fighters killed since the beginning of the war at
500,000 (EASO, 2021). Eighty percent of Syrians now live below the poverty line of
USD $1.90 per day and face unprecedented hunger levels, and the social, economic, and
educational crisis continues to worsen (Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs, 2021), which dims prospects of recovery and inhibits the ability to rebuild the
country.

The large majority of Syrian refugees have remained in the neighboring countries
of Turkey — which, alone, hosts 3.7 million Syrians —, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq
(UNHCR, 2022) where they have stayed with uncertain legal status and lacked
integration prospects for themselves and their families (Arenliu et al., 2020). Unable to
return to Syria and pushed-out by harsh living circumstances, a minority of these refugees



have periodically attempted difficult migration journeys to Europe by land and sea, along
with masses of other refugees fleeing war and violence in their countries, generating
waves of arrivals of people desperate for safety, peace, and a chance to rebuild their lives
(Ben Farhat et al., 2018). In 2015-2016, refugee arrivals at the borders of the European
Union peaked at more than 1.2 million refugees per year, a 218% increase from 2014,
largely following perilous Mediterranean crossings into Italy and Greece (Eurostat, 2016).
This so-called “refugee crisis” required concerted efforts at the European level through a
newly-created relocation scheme that removed willing asylum-seekers from the dire
conditions at the ports of entry in Italian and Greek islands and relocated them to EU
countries willing to host refugees, provide initial state- and EU-sponsored assistance, and
promote their integration (European Commission [EC], 2021).

Syria has consistently been the largest refugee source country to the European
Union, since 2013 (EC, 2021). Over 1 million Syrians have sought protection across the
European territory, with Germany and Sweden, two common refugee destination
countries, hosting 70% of Syrians (UNHCR, 2022). Arriving Syrian refugees have
reported repeat exposure to massive human rights violations, torture, war crimes,
compounded daily stressors of living in a war-torn country, death and disappearance of
loved ones, loss of property, documentation, life savings, as well as interrupted education
and career paths (Arenliu et al., 2020; Ben Farhat et al., 2018; Hassan et al., 2015).
Additionally, the protracted armed conflict created deep divisions along religious and
ethnic lines that profoundly shattered beliefs about community and country, and have led
to significant inter-group suspicion and identity loss in displaced Syrians (Smeekes et al.,
2017; Zeno, 2017).

Syrian Refugees in Portugal

Portugal, a small country of 10 million people on the southwestern border of
Europe, is not a preferred refugee destination country (Oliveira, 2021). In 2007, Portugal
made its first commitment with the UNHCR to host up to 30 refugees resettled from first
asylum countries, having hosted, by the end of 2015, 203 persons. As one of the EU’s
poorest countries, it has also not been an attractive destination for asylum-seekers who, in
2015, at the height of refugee arrivals to Europe, filed 896 applications for international
protection, albeit it representing a 100% increase from the previous year (Servico de
Estrangeiros e Fronteiras [SEF], 2016). Despite these symbolic numbers, the Portuguese

government, in coordination with local governments, resettlement agencies, and civil



society alike, has made a concerted effort to prioritize refugee reception and integration
policies, and devised a national, multidisciplinary, decentralized strategy to host refugees
in urban and rural communities across the territory (Oliveira, 2021; Pereira, 2021; Sousa,
2021).

Between 2015 and 2017, Syrian refugees arriving through different protection
mechanisms constituted the largest protected group, which peaked in 2017 at 416 Syrian
nationals being granted asylum by the Portuguese Government (Oliveira, 2021). In
addition to providing initial refugee assistance that varied between 6 and 18 months to
Syrians arriving as relocated asylum-seekers from Greece and lItaly, resettled refugees
from Egypt and Turkey, and spontaneous asylum-seekers (Sousa, 2021), the Portuguese
government offered full scholarships to Syrian graduate and undergraduate refugees
whose education had been interrupted by the war. At the height of the Syrian war the
Global Platform for Syrian Students (GP4SYS) provided an important pathway to safety
for higher education students who, in March 2014, began being periodically flown from
Beirut to Lisbon, given student visas, and placed at universities across the country. Since
then, the GP4SY'S has expanded its model and provided 650 scholarships to graduate and
undergraduate student refugees in 13 countries (GP4SYS, 2020).

Despite their best efforts, hosting Arabic-speaking, largely Muslim, Middle
Eastern refugees in a country with little refugee hosting experience posed significant
challenges to resettlement and governmental agencies. Challenges related to the arriving
communities’ shared history and traumatic past and to culturally-informed idioms of
distress called for evidence-based knowledge of the needs of those individuals and
communities that could inform intervention strategies and policies (Pereira, 2021).

Determinants of Refugee Mental Health

Extreme pre-migration stressors have been extensively documented as key
predictors of mental health outcomes in survivors of refugee trauma, often many years
after arrival in resettlement! (Bogic et al., 2015). Refugees report high incidence of
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as the main psychopathology associated with the
refugee experience, which is often co-morbid with depression and anxiety (Ghumman et
al., 2016; Heeren et al., 2014; Richards et al., 2011; Slewa-Younan et al., 2015),
prolonged grief (Kovras & Robins, 2016; Nickerson et al., 2014; Renner et al., 2021), as

! Resettlement is used throughout this dissertation to refer to a post-migration setting, regardless of refugee
legal status or pathways to safety, unless otherwise specified.



well as culturally-informed somatic complaints (Borho et al., 2021; Zbidat et al., 2020).
Systematic literature reviews and meta-analyses have consistently denounced the high
variability of prevalence rates of distress across studies and population samples (Bogic &
Priebe, 2015; Ghumman et al., 2016; Lindert et al., 2009; Porter & Haslam, 2005; Silove
et al., 2017; Slewa-Younan et al., 2015; Steel et al., 2009). This heterogeneity has been
suggested to derive from lack of methodological rigor, socio-demographic factors,
displacement setting, length of exposure to and types of trauma, lack of incorporation of
culture into study design and instruments, or even to the application of Western
conceptualizations of mental disorders to the fundamentally different populations. Despite
these discrepancies and the fluid boundaries between normative and maladaptive
responses to refugee trauma, growing points of convergence in the literature indicate the
need to distinguish and address the needs of specific subgroups according to their
characteristics, context, and life circumstances (Silove et al., 2017), as well as to focus on
the internal, relational and contextual factors that facilitate positive psychological
adjustment (Cobb et al., 2019).

Over the past decade, the refugee trauma literature has evolved towards expanding
the determinants of refugee mental health beyond an exclusive pre-migration trauma
exposure model towards what Miller & Rasmussen (2017) call an “ecological model of
refugee distress” that considers the effects of exposure to a breath of ongoing
displacement-related stressors, such as social isolation, unemployment, poverty, lack of
access to basic resources, perceived discrimination, or uncertain legal status, on the
mental health of refugees and asylum-seekers. These persistent post-migration stressors,
which are related to the social, political, and economic conditions of the receiving
country, have systematically been found to moderate the effects of previous traumatic
events (Bogic et al., 2015; Miller & Rasmussen, 2010; Willis et al., 2015) and to
significantly impact refugees’ ability to successfully integrate into their new communities
and lead healthy and hopeful lives (Hynie, 2018; Schick et al., 2016). Two other
important developments have included: moving beyond a pathological model of the
refugee experience to one that considers the psychological distress experienced by
forcibly-displaced persons as a normal reaction to abnormal life circumstances that
suggest a need for cognitive-emotional processing (Hussain & Bushan, 2011; Goodkind
et al., 2020); and a strengths- and resilience-based model that recognizes refugees’ ability

to concurrently perceive psychological benefits from their past experiences (Sleijpen et
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al., 2013). These benefits are expected to result from the struggle to make sense of and
integrate the trauma into a coherent life narrative (Levy-Gigi et al., 2016) that, when
successful, can lead to perceived Posttraumatic Growth (PTG; Tedeschi & Calhoun,
2004). In the emergent refugee trauma recovery literature, sociodemographic factors,
level of trauma, social support, coping strategies, religiosity, and hope have been
identified as key predictors of PTG in refugees, albeit with disparate and sometimes
conflicting results (Chan et al., 2016). Yet, the mechanisms that facilitate or impede
positive psychological changes that characterize PTG remain unknown in refugee

populations.
Psychological Adjustment to Trauma
Definition of Trauma

The American Psychiatric Association (APA) defines trauma as an event that
involves direct or indirect experiences of “actual or threatened death or serious injury”
that can lead to clinically-significant and persistent negative changes to cognitions,
feelings, and behavior (APA, 2013). Prototypical events like war, torture, or rape are
expected to cause intense fear, helplessness and horror (APA, 1994), and thus threaten
trauma survivors’ psychological and emotional safety, and mark a major discontinuity in
their lives (Larsen & Pacella, 2016; Friedman et al., 2011). Following such objectively-
adverse events, individuals can experience intrusive recollections of the trauma, exhibit
avoidance behavior, perceive changes in arousal and reactivity, as well as negative
alterations to cognitions and mood; if persistent over time, these symptoms can cause
significant functional impairment and lead to a diagnosis of posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD; APA, 2013; Boals, 2018; Friedman et al., 2011). Although most trauma survivors
are able to regain normal psychological functioning after a period of acute posttraumatic
distress (Taylor, 1983), it is the persistence of such symptoms of that characterizes the
pathological nature of PTSD (Friedman et al., 2011).

Trauma researchers have long debated how to best define and operationalize
trauma. Traditional conceptualizations of PTSD as the main psychopathology associated
with traumatic experiences have focused on fear- and anxiety-based responses that drive
and maintain maladaptive responses to extreme events (Larsen & Pacella, 2016).
However, not only do survivors exhibit a breath of other negative emotional, cognitive,

and behavioral changes, but they do so in response to events that have less objective
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severity but which they perceive as psychologically threatening (e.g., cancer,
unemployment, discrimination, or post-migration daily stressors; Hyland et al., 2021;
Larsen & Pacella, 2016; Steel et al., 2009; Unseld et al., 2019).

Over the past 20 years, significant strides have been made in the trauma literature
towards reconciling objective trauma exposure as defined in the DSM (Friedman et al.,
2011) and the subjective experience of traumatization (Boals, 2018). The latter points to
the importance of event centrality and of extent of perceived threat to one’s survival and
identity (Larsen & Berenbaum, 2017) to more adequately defining what may be construed
as traumatizing, over objective criteria such as the severity of trauma and number of
exposures (Boals, 2018; Hyland et al., 2021; Larsen & Berenbaum, 2017). This means
that events that would be considered as objectively traumatizing may not be subjectively
perceived as such. Take torture, for example, which the European Court of Human Rights
defines as “deliberate and inhuman treatment causing very serious and cruel suffering,”
capable of degrading, humiliating, and breaking one’s dignity (1978). In a highly cited
study with torture survivors living in Turkey, Basoglu and colleagues (1997) found that,
political activists who were psychologically prepared for the possibility of imprisonment
and torture as a result of their activities exhibited lower psychopathology than their non-
activist counterparts. Therefore, differences in how the PTE is individually appraised (i.e.,
personal meaning) appear to dictate posttraumatic reactions, which emphasizes the role of
negative appraisals in maintaining poor mental health outcomes, including PTSD, by
sustaining a sense of current threat (Foa, 1999). The increased emphasis on posttraumatic
negative — and thus distressing — appraisals and away from an exclusive focus on terror-
inducing events, has had significant implications for theory, research, and practice
(Larsen & Pacella, 2016), namely for understanding the mechanisms that promote trauma

recovery.
Theoretical Models of Psychological Adjustment to Trauma

The ability to find meaning in life’s most adverse experiences has long been
theorized as playing a critical role in successful posttraumatic adjustment. This hypothesis
was first advanced in 1963 by Victor Frankl, who, based on his experience as a survivor
of the Holocaust, contended that the search for meaning not only serves as a primary
human motivation, but also has the potential to facilitate individuals’ ability to overcome
the most extreme and horrific events (Gillies & Neimeyer, 2006). In essence, this search

for meaning entails an effort to understand why the event happened and the impact it has
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on one’s life. Since then, numerous theorists have proposed models of psychological
adjustment to highly stressful events, overwhelmingly in the context of direct personal
traumas (Updegraff et al., 2008), that center on cognitive-emotional processing and on the
potential for stress-related growth (Park et al., 2012).

Cognitive and emotional processing psychological adjustment theories generally
contend the existence of cognitive structures (e.g., orienting systems, worldviews,
assumptions, global meaning) that provide individuals a lens through which to interpret
their experiences and which give their lives’ a sense of predictability and control (Park et
al., 2012). Examples of such theoretical models include Taylor’s (1983) theory of
cognitive adaptation. Following exposure to psychologically-threatening events, Taylor
contended that individuals respond with cognitive adaptive efforts based on search for
meaning, attempts to regain mastery and to restore self-esteem that, when successful,
allow them to restore or exceed previous psychological functioning. These efforts are in
large part based on positive cognitive illusions individuals have about themselves and the
world, which can serve a protective function, but which are vulnerable to disconfirmation
when the traumas individuals face are prolonged and not prone to problem-solving
(Helgeson, 2003).

Folkman and Lazarus (1985) proposed the essence of psychological adjustment to
lay on two concurrent elements: structure and process. As such, their 1984 transactional
stress and coping model focused on cognitive appraisals of a stressful event, which were
informed by stable factors such as personality traits, cognitive structures, and static
features of the environment (i.e., structure), and the cognitive and behavioral efforts
employed by individuals to manage the demands of such event and the changes to its
meaning or significance (i.e., process). Structure and process are then posited to
determine psychological adjustment outcomes (Pais-Ribeiro et al., 2010). Janoff-Bulman
(1989), on the other hand, proposed a shattered assumptions theory centered on the ability
of traumatic events to challenge individuals’ basic assumptions (i.e., schemas) about the
self and the world, namely concerning self-worth, competence, justice, benevolence, and
predictability, which can be rebuilt and modified over time. Its central premise is thus that
the perceived shattering of individuals’ assumptions or worldviews cause trauma
symptoms and that such distress drives efforts to reconstruct shattering worldviews
(Edmondson et al., 2011). Sense of coherence was posited by Antonovksy (1987) to play

a central role in individuals’ ability to find positive meaning in aftermath of trauma by
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providing the resources to make stressors comprehensible, manageable and meaningful,
and has been found to be a significant predictor of positive psychological adjustment,
namely happiness, self-esteem, general well-being, and quality of life (Ying & Akutsu,
1997). Foa and colleages’ emotional processing theory highlighted the ability of trauma
to violate individuals’ core beliefs and to activate fear networks and importantly stressed
the vulnerability of individuals with rigid belief systems to maladaptive cognitive and
behavioral posttraumatic responses as well as the role of sustained negative appraisals in
maintaining distress (Foa et al., 1999; Park et al., 2012). Lastly, Tedeschi and Calhoun
(2004) focused on the positive changes individuals experience as a result of struggling
with trauma, and proposed the construct of posttraumatic growth (PTG). The authors’
model is built on the assumption that major life crisis or traumas or stressful events can
present significant challenges to one’s core cognitive structures and that subsequent
attempts at psychological survival may result in PTG, which can be perceived through
greater appreciation for life, increased intimacy and personal strength, new life
possibilities, and spiritual development (i.e., PTG domains). Key aspects of the model
include the need for preexisting schemas to be significantly shattered, the possibility of
posttraumatic distress to coexist with perceived growth, and the concept that it is not the
traumatic event that causes PTG but rather the cognitive processing triggered by the

event.
The Meaning-Making Model

In her work investigating coping and pathways to psychological adjustment in the
context of adversity, Park focused on issues of meaning and proposed an integrated
meaning-making model (2010) that emphasizes the importance of the appraisals of the
event — and not just of the event’s impact on one’s orienting systems — and the dynamic
nature of meaning-making (Park, 2005; Park, 2017). Park’s model built on the work of
previous theorists, namely on her work with Folkman (Park & Folkman, 1997), and on
consensus around the following tenets: people possess global meaning structures (i.e.,
orienting systems, schemas, assumptions, worldviews, or core beliefs) through which they
interpret their experiences; when faced with an adverse event, they assign meaning to it
(i.e., situational meaning); if perceived as discrepant from preexisting global meaning, the
extent of the discrepancy determines the extent of perceived distress; this distress then
triggers a meaning-making process aimed at restoring previous core beliefs; lastly, if
successful, this process is expected to lead to better adjustment (Park, 2010).
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Based on these tenets, the meaning-making model offered potential pathways for
cognitive processing that rested on four key elements: global meaning; situational
meaning; meaning-making processes; and meanings-made. Each element is described
briefly below and Figure 1 includes Park’s proposed model (2010, p. 258).

All individuals possess global meaning structures composed of: broad views about
justice, safety, control, predictability, or coherence — “global beliefs” — that offer a lens
through which to interpret the world and their experience; aspirations, values, and desired
outcomes for their lives — “global goals” — regarding relationships, career, and other
achievements; and a subjective “sense of meaning or purpose” that is informed by their
global goals and beliefs. Situational meaning describes a dynamic set of processes and
outcomes focused on assigning meaning to a potentially-stressful event that includes
determining the extent to which the event is controllable, the reason why it occurred, and
its implications for one’s life. Situational appraisals that are perceived as discrepant from
preexisting global meaning (i.e., able to shatter or violate global beliefs and goals) are
expected to generate distress, which triggers meaning-making processes. The need to find
comprehensibility and significance in the aftermath of trauma (i.e., search for meaning)
triggers a complex set of cognitive and emotional processes, including coping, that are
not only intrinsic to the individual but also relational, since meaning-making occurs in the
context of family, community, and culture (Park et al., 2017). The end-result of those
processes are designated as meanings-made and refer to the changes occurred as a result
of meaning-making, and can include changed or restored global beliefs, goals, and sense
of purpose, reappraised meaning of the event, causal reattributions, acceptance, or
perceived growth and positive life changes.
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Meaning-Making in the Aftermath of Refugee Trauma

Park’s (2010) meaning-making model was conceptualized based on Western
models of recovery from events subjectively perceived as threatening to individuals’
orienting systems, but that are objectively different in the level of violence, degree of
exposure, and expected terror induced by refugee trauma. However, because the model
offers a comprehensive and sufficiently flexible framework for trajectories of trauma
recovery, its applicability to survivors of the refugee experience requires in-depth inquiry.

The emerging literature on meaning-making in the aftermath of refugee trauma
has largely focused on investigating the role specific elements or processes play in
psychological adjustment (see Chapter 2 for a review), namely: coping strategies (Huijts
et al., 2012), narrative styles (Henrickson et al., 2013; Puvimanasinghe et al., 2014);
religious meaning-making (Skalisky et al., 2020; Tuval-Mashiach & Dekel, 2014); or
presence of meaning (Toussaint et al., 2017). Although promising and suggestive of
potential applicability of the theoretical model to survivors of refugee trauma, it is crucial
to investigate meaning-making as an integrated experience, prone to being revisited

throughout forced displacement trajectories, and informed by culture and community.
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JOURNEYS IN MEANING
Study Objectives and Hypotheses

Given the centrality of meaning-making to posttraumatic psychological
adjustment, the study Journeys in Meaning (JiM) aimed to investigate the integrated
meaning-making processes of Syrian refugees and the impact of those processes on
psychological adjustment in resettlement (Principal Objective). To that end, the first step
entailed evaluating the conceptual equivalence and applicability of the meaning-making
model to Syrian survivors of refugee trauma (Objective 1). Specific JiM objectives were
subsequently to: explore the content of Syrian’s global meaning (Objective 2); examine
exposure to potentially meaning-defying events and associated psychological distress
(Objective 3); assessing global meaning violations (Objective 4); investigate meaning-
making trajectories by exploring narrative accounts of meaning-making processes,
including search for meaning, cognitive and emotional processing, and meanings-made of
trauma (Objective 5); identify collectively- and culturally-informed meaning-making
trajectories (Objective 6); and assess adaptive meaning-making outcomes (Objective 7).
We further posited that: type of predisplacement trauma would differentially violate
specific meaning cognitions; refugees would engage in meaning-making attempts
throughout their displacement journeys; and that not all attempts to make meaning would
be growth-promoting.

Study Design

To meet the aforementioned objectives, we designed a mixed-methods cross-
sectional study with an exploratory sequential design (Fetters et al., 2013) and an
emphasis on qualitative methodology to elicit exploratory research on meaning-making
cognitions. The study included two independent samples of war-exposed Syrians adults
and comprised two phases of data collection: Phase 1 Focus Groups (n = 2) aimed at
determining the applicability of the meaning-making model and related psychological
constructs to the target population, and testing face validity of the Arabic-language
research protocol (Ekblad & Bdarnhielm, 2002); and, subsequent to Phase 1 findings
(Lambert & Loiselle, 2008), Phase 2 Individual Interviews (n = 39) aimed at exploring
individual accounts of cultural- and trauma-informed integrated meaning-making

experiences.
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Method
Participants and Procedures

Participants were Syrian adults recruited among Syrian refugee and war-affected
communities in Portugal, using a combination of convenience and snowball sampling.
Outreach was done in close consultation with resettlement agencies and community-based
organizations through interpreter-facilitated information sessions and distribution of
Arabic-language study materials on social media. Inclusion criteria included: (1) Syrian
nationality or background, (2) +18 years old, (3) Arabic speaker with Portuguese or
English fluency, (4) living in Portugal for a minimum of six months, and (5) able to
provide informed consent. A total of 44 Syrians participated in the study. Table 1 at the
end of this section contains participants’ detailed sociodemographic information.

Four women and one man participated in two small FGs held in Lisbon between
October and December 2018, with two and three participants each. Participants were
resettled refugees (n = 2) and relocated asylum-seekers (n = 3) averaging 37 years in age
(M = 37.4, SD = 12.2). FGs were conducted in the offices of community organizations
and assisted by Arabic language interpreters. Participants were distributed paper versions
of the questionnaires to fill out individually, which was followed by a group discussion to
investigate shared and culturally-informed understandings of the psychological constructs
under study. The group discussions were audio recorded and FGs had a 90-minute
duration each.

Between January and May 2019, 21 men and 19 women participated in 40 Phase 2
individual interviews conducted in six districts across the country. One man became
distressed during the interview and dropped out of the study. The final Phase 2 sample
thus consisted of 39 individuals between the ages of 19 and 37 (M = 27.1, SD = 4.8),
close to 80% (n = 31) of whom were beneficiaries of higher education programs for
refugees (i.e., student-refugees) such as the Portuguese Global Platform for Syrian
Students. The remaining eight individuals were relocated refugees (n = 5) and
spontaneous asylum-seekers (n = 3). Phase 2 interviews were held in the districts of
Braga and Oporto (n = 14) in the north, Evora (n = 1) in the south, and Aveiro, Coimbra,
and Lisbon (n = 18) in central Portugal. Participants and researcher met in quiet spaces of
participants’ convenience and interviews last 90 minutes on average. Due to concerns
related to confidentiality and anonymity expressed during Phase 1 recruitment, individual

interviews were conducted without the presence of an interpreter, in English or
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Portuguese, according to participant preference. All study materials were available in
Arabic, as well as English and Portuguese, to ensure consistency of language, and
questionnaires were administered as structured interviews.

All participants were informed of the purpose of the study, of the voluntary nature
of their partaking, and guaranteed anonymity and confidentiality of their information, in
writing in their native language. Due to the sensitive and potentially-retraumatizing
content of the material discussed, participants were briefed and debriefed on normal
reactions to the retelling of their stories (Makhoul et al., 2018) and, if needed, offered the
possibility of referral for pro-bono psychosocial support. The author conducted all FGs
and individual interviews, and the study received ISPA — Instituto Universitario’s Ethics
Committee (Ref. D/004/09/2018).
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Table 1

Sociodemographic Indicators and Trauma Exposure (n = 44)

Variables Phase 1 (n =5) Phase 2 (n = 39)
norM %orSD norM % or SD
Gender
Man 1 20.0 20 51.3
Woman 4 80.0 19 48.7
Age 374 12.2 27.1 4.8
Marital Status
Single 0 0.0 34 87.2
Married/Partnered 4 80.0 5 12.8
Widowed 1 20.0 0 0.0
Ethnicity
Arab 4 80.0 34 87.2
Arab-Palestinian 1 20.0 1 2.5
Kurdish 0 0.0 1 2.5
Armenian 0 0.0 2 51
Greek 0 0.0 1 2.5
Religious background
Muslim
Sunni 5 1 16 41.0
Alawite 0 0.0 7 17.9
Ismaili 0 0.0 2 51
Other/non specific 0 0.0 8 20.5
Christian
Catholic 0 0.0 2 51
Orthodox 0 0.0 2 51
Druze 0 0.0 2 51
Education
Basic school (6™ grade) 1 20.0 0 0.0
Middle school (9" grade) 1 20.0 0 0.0
Secondary school (12th grade) 2 40.0 6 154
Associate’s degree/ unfinished bachelors 1 20.0 2 5.1
Bachelor’s degree 0 0.0 18 46.1
Master’s degree 0 0.0 11 28.2
Doctoral degree 0 0.0 2 5.1
Time (months) since leaving Syria 55.6 25.9 41.6 28.5
Time (months) since arrival in Portugal 27.8 7.3 32.7 20.7
Employment status
Full-time (including FT scholarships) 2 40.0 38 97.4
Part-time 0 0.0 1 0.0
Unemployed 3 60.0 0 0.0
Legal status on arrival
Refugee or Asylum-seeker 5 100.0 8 20.5
Student Visa 0 0.0 31 79.5

M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviance
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Materials

The study protocol was designed in English in consultation with a
multidisciplinary Expert Committee with proficiency in Arabic, Arab and Syrian cultures,
content and constructs under study, and psychometrics, and it was subsequently translated
and back-translated into Arabic. The protocol included six Arabic-language documents:
(1) information to participants to be provided at the beginning of the FG/individual
interview with a description of study procedures, research team, clarification of role of
researcher, participant’s rights, confidentiality, risks and benefits; (2) consent form to be
signed and dated by each participant; (3) sociodemographic questionnaire constructed for
the purposes of the study and designed to collect key determinants of refugee mental
health, including gender, formal education, employment, or legal status (Kim & Kim,
2014; Renner et al., 2020); (4) the Arabic Version of the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire
(HTQ; Shoeb et al., 2007); (5) the Global Meaning Violations Scale (GMVS; Park et al.,
2016), which we adapted for use with Arabic speaking refugee populations (GMVS-
ArabV) to assess violations of core belief and goal; and (6) a semi-structured interview
guide designed for the purposes of the study with open-ended questions to elicit refugees’
pre- and postwar meaning-making experiences, the processes’ outputs and outcomes.
Appendix 1 contains the English or English/Arabic versions of these documents. Chapter
3 includes a detailed description of the research protocol and Chapter 5 details the cross-
cultural adaptation of the GMVS-ArabV, according to International Test Commission
(ITC, 2018) guidelines.
Trauma and Psychological Distress

The HTQ was designed to capture complex trauma exposure in refugee
populations as well as population-specific idioms of distress (e.g., item 42, part 4, HTQ
Arabic version reads, “Qalbak magboud — sensation of the heart being squeezed”), and is
the most consistently used refugee trauma measure (Sigvardsdotter et al., 2016). HTQ
Parts 1 — Trauma Events checklist (43 items) and 5 — Torture History (34 items) were
used to assess incidence of pre-resettlement PTEs through yes/ no answers, and Part 4 —
Trauma Symptoms scale (45 items) to assess presence of symptoms in the previous two
weeks through an ordinal scale. Individuals with a DSM-IV score (Items 1-16) above the
recommended cut-off of 2.5 were considered symptomatic for PTSD. Outputs were
quantitative: trauma and torture exposure (to provide a trauma-informed picture of the

sample and baseline for shattered meanings) and PTSD.
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Meaning Violations

Perceived violations of participants’ core beliefs (5 items) and life goals (8 items)
in relation to “the events that led you to leave your country” as the index stressful
experience were assessed using the cross-culturally adapted GMVS-ArabV. During Phase
1 testing the GMVS-ArabV was self-administered and in Phase 2 it was used as a
structured interview to access complex cognitions. Outputs were: quantitative — belief and
goal violations and GMVS-ArabV validity evidence based on internal structure — and
qualitative — GMVS-ArabV validity evidence based on content and suitability for target
population.
Meaning-Making and Perceived Psychological Adjustment

Participants narrated their pre- and posttraumatic meaning-making trajectories in
relation to the war and/or specific events that violated specific beliefs, goals, and sense of
purpose. Outputs were qualitative: pre- and postwar stressors and distress; content of pre-
and postwar global meaning structures; intra- and interpersonal meaning-making
processes, including appraised meanings of PTEs, search for meaning, cognitive
reappraisals processes, and meanings-made of trauma; and perceived psychological
growth or distress.
Data analysis
Quantitative Data

Descriptive statistics were used to: characterize the sample across all articles,
assess trauma exposure and PTSD symptoms (Objective 3 — Chapter 4), measure global
meaning violations (Objective 4 — Chapter 5), and examine GMVS-ArabV statistical and
psychometric properties (Objective 4 — Chapter 5). Quantitative data analysis was
conducted using R statistical programing language (R Core Team, 2021) and a = .05 was
considered statistically significant.
Qualitative Data

Phase 1 and Phase 2 audio recordings were transcribed and participants’ names
were removed and coded. The data were managed and analysed in two stages using
MAXQDA software (VERBI Software, 2019). At the end of Phase 1, FG transcripts were
reviewed for comments on study protocol clarity and/or suitability of constructs
(Objective 1 — Chapter 2) and to preliminarily assess GMVS-ArabV face validity used to
assess global meaning violations (Objective 4 — Chapter 5). At the end of Phase 2, FG and

individual interview transcripts were combined and analyzed as one data-set using
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thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to: examine the pre- and postwar content of
global meaning structures (Objective 2 — Chapters 5, 6, and 7); investigate pre- and
postmigration stressors and distress (Objective 3 — Chapter 4), inform GMVS-ArabV
validity evidence based on content (Objective 4 — Chapter 5), explore intra- (Objective 5
— Chapter 6) and interpersonal (Objective 6 — Chapter 7) cognitive reappraisal
trajectories; and examine perceived psychological adjustment (Objective 7 — Chapters 6
and 7).
Mixed-methods

The findings from thematic analyses further informed sources of potentially
meaning-defying pre- and postmigration stressors and manifestations of distress
(Objective 3 — Chapter 4), as well GMVS-ArabV item responses (Objective 4 — Chapter

5). Quantitative and qualitative data were merged narratively.
Empirical Studies

The next section (Chapters 2 through 7) is based on published or submitted
articles that make different contributions towards achieving JiM’s objectives and
hypotheses. To that end, Chapter 2 offers a brief literature review of empirical studies
with refugee populations that focus on different components of the meaning-making
model, whereas the following chapters are empirical. Chapter 3 examines the ethics- and
trauma-informed challenges of designing and implementing the Arabic-language research
protocol. Chapter 4 investigates exposure to pre- and postmigration trauma and
prevalence of psychological distress in the sample using a mixed-methods design.
Chapter 5 assesses global meaning violations and focuses on the cross-cultural adaptation
(CCA) of the Global Meaning Violations Scale (GMVS) for use with Arabic-speaking
refugee. The chapter is based on two articles: the first describes the initial stages of the
GMVS CCA, and the second offers an innovative approach to CCA using mixed-methods
and provides preliminary validity evidence of the GMVS-ArabV. Chapter 6 uses
qualitative methods to examine intrapersonal meaning-making trajectories informed by
religion in a sub-sample of Muslim participants. Chapter 7 uses qualitative methodology
to investigate interpersonal, community-informed postwar meaning-making trajectories
and their impact on perceived psychological adjustment. All empirical articles include an
Arabic language abstract to ensure that the target population as well as Arab researchers

and practitioners have access to the studies’ main findings.
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Introduction

In 2016, the number of refugees worldwide peaked at 65.6 million, including
internally displaced persons and asylum-seekers (UNHCR, 2017), a small percentage of
whom find safety in Western countries after long journeys frequently plagued with
additional violence and torture. Once in resettlement, post-migration journeys include a
multitude of stressors, such as discrimination, lack of economic opportunity and concerns
about conflict and safety of those left behind, which are associated with mental health
outcomes (Bogic et al., 2015).

Extensive evidence has documented the negative long-term mental health effects
of refugee trauma, including posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as the main
psychopathology associated with the refugee experience, often co-morbid with depression
and anxiety in refugees resettled in Western countries (Fazel et al., 2005). Despite the
severity of trauma and ongoing distress, a growing body of literature suggests that
survivors of refugee trauma often experience positive psychological adjustment and
perceived growth (Chan et al., 2016).

Traumatic events that are severe enough to challenge individuals’ meaning
systems, including beliefs about the world and their ability to envision future goals, cause
enough distress to require meaning-making efforts to reduce discrepancies (Park, 2010)
and rebuild shattered assumptions, leading to perceived positive life changes (Ramos et
al., 2016). Perceived posttraumatic growth (PTG) then may occur when individuals make
sense of their trauma, with some studies showing it to be significantly related to
psychological adjustment over time (Updegraff et al., 2008). As with other populations,
demographics, type of trauma, social support, religion and coping styles have all been
found to be associated with PTG in refugees (Chan et al., 2016). In refugee populations,
however, additional factors such as stage of the migration trajectory and culture also

influence psychological adjustment.
The Meaning-Making Model

Survivors’ efforts to cope with trauma often involve cognitive restructuring, which
focuses on changing one’s perspective regarding the traumatic event, and may lead to
perceptions of benefits (Wright et al., 2007). According to Park (2010), all individuals
possess general orienting systems — global meaning —, comprising beliefs, goals and a

sense of purpose, which collectively provide them with cognitive frameworks through
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which they structure their lives and interpret their experiences. When faced with a
potentially threatening or traumatizing event, individuals assign a meaning — situational
meaning —, which is then compared to the individual’s global meaning to determine its fit
or discrepancy. Perceptions of discrepancy cause distress thereby initiating meaning-
making efforts, requiring individuals to adjust views of the event or revise their goals and
beliefs about the world to accommodate new information, and restore a sense of the world
as meaningful and life as worthwhile (Park & George, 2013). Perceived growth is thereby
precipitated by significant challenges to one's identity or to core assumptions that give
one's life meaning, and develops as one goes through meaning-making process (Davis et
al., 2007).

However, not all processes of searching for meaning or all meanings made of the
trauma are adaptive or result in perceived growth. Take rumination for example — if goal-
directed, it can foster agency, whereas when focused on negative emotions, it is
maladaptive and may lead to sustained distress (Michael & Snyder, 2005). On the other
hand, for survivors of intimate partner violence, endorsing self-blame indicated
acceptance of violence as normative, and represents an example of maladaptive meaning
made of the trauma (Lim et al., 2015).

Further, the literature highlights the need to examine all aspects of the meaning-
making process (Park, 2010), because the processes of making sense of the trauma and
the perceived growth may play independent roles in psychological adjustment (Schok et
al., 2008). This thorough examination may be particularly relevant in refugee populations
due to the complexity of their experiences, journeys, and the role culture and community

play in all aspects of recovery.
Refugee Trauma and Meaning

Refugees suffer unimaginable losses that violate beliefs and goals and rob them of
much of what formerly gave life meaning and purpose. However, current theoretical
frameworks of meaning-making are influenced by Western cultural traditions, examine
single-event traumas, and conceptualize meaning-making as an individual process
(Henrickson, et al., 2013). Their applicability to non-Western individuals, who often
belong to collectivist cultures, and who survive cumulative, community-impacting
traumas, is uncertain. To understand how refugees make meaning following trauma, we

conducted a literature review of empirical studies with refugee populations that reflect on
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different aspects of meaning-making processes, and attempted to organize them according
to the meaning-making model and its different components.

Refugees’ Global Meanings

All individuals possess global meaning systems that provide them with
consistency, predictability, and a lens through which to see and interpret life. Since the
manifestation of mental health symptoms and the meanings made of trauma are informed
by culture (Schubert & Punamaki, 2011), the study of meaning-making in refugee
populations requires rigorous examination of each population’s culturally-informed pre-
trauma beliefs and goals and sense of purpose. To further complicate the task, refugees
recover from trauma and make meaning of their experiences throughout their journeys of
displacement, whether they are living in protracted situations in refugee camps or have
reached a country of resettlement, and that process occurs in settings and cultural contexts
different from those that previously informed their global meaning systems.

The refugee trauma literature has given some attention to aspects of refugees’
belief systems, namely the role of religion and spirituality that anchor global meaning
systems, or assumptions about the world, self and others (ter Heide et al., 2017).
However, this work has focused on how those beliefs inform coping strategies or
meanings made of trauma, rather than on pre-trauma meaning systems. By that point of
the journey, goals and beliefs have inevitably been impacted, through varying degrees of
acculturation, by place and setting, which are crucial in restoring refugees’ sense of
meaning and ability to live hopeful lives (Sampson & Gifford, 2010).

Situational Meaning of Refugee Trauma

The persecution and subsequent forced migration to which refugees are subjected
is plagued with potentially discrepant events, whether individually experienced,
witnessed or feared. Those may require constant appraisal to determine consistency with
refugees’ global meaning systems.

As with other populations, resilience, coping styles or social support play
fundamental protective roles from the adverse effects of trauma in refugees (Chan et al.,
2016; Weine et al., 2014). However, there are aspects specific to the refugee experience
that need to be carefully considered, namely how post-migration contextual stressors
impact resilience, how refugees’ cultures determine their coping strategies, or how
protective agents and resources within refugee communities may frequently be

overwhelmed and unprepared. Of note, protective factors that speak to the normalcy and
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expectation of violence in the refugee experience, such as ‘psychological preparedness for
trauma’ in survivors of politically-motivated torture in Turkey (Basoglu et al., 1997),

have also been identified in the literature.

Search for Meaning

But what prompts meaning-making process(es) in refugees? And which point(s) in
their journeys? Although very little is known about what initiates automatic and/or
deliberate meaning-making in refugees, one aspect that has been addressed in the
literature is the benefit of narrative processes to reorganize memories and integrate
discrepant events (Morkved et al., 2014).

Additionally, studies with refugee populations indicate that searching for and
finding meaning are ongoing processes of resolving discrepancies, and that strategies that
were at one point adaptive, might become maladaptive under different circumstances,
prompting a new search for meaning. Goodman (2004) found that the avoidant behaviors
that had allowed the Lost Boys of Sudan to survive years of continuous danger and
violence in Sudan, Ethiopia and then Kenya, were likely to become maladaptive long
term in resettlement, while Southeast Asian unaccompanied refugee minors, who had
successfully adapted to life in refugee camps, showed increased distress in resettlement
due to lack of familiarity with cultural norms (Bromley, 1988).

Despite it being essentially an individual process, the literature also points towards
the need to look at the role of community in meaning-making and recovery after refugee
trauma. As such, social support seeking was found to be ineffective in reducing distress in
resettled refugees from more than 30 countries, due to their often small, equally
traumatized social networks (Huijts et al., 2014), while resettled Karen refugees required
their coping processes to be framed collectively by repairing damaged community
structures, cultural beliefs and values, and strengthening indigenous strategies for
problem-solving (McClearly, 2016).

Meanings Made of the Refugee Experience

What, then, are the outcomes of the search for meaning? As we have seen, culture
and community shape the subjective and collective meaning of trauma during refugees’
trajectories, to the point where meaning-making may not even be possible in isolation
(Henrickson et al., 2013). To the extent that refugees are able to regain control over their
histories and journeys, and as agents with authority over their own narratives, refugees

are also able to make different adaptive meanings. As an example, Burmese refugees



42

made meaning of their suffering and ongoing persecution prior to fleeing, through
political resistance, whereas their flight process was subsequently imbued with a sense of
purpose (Shakespeare-Finch et al., 2014). Further, in some of the few studies that
specifically looked at the meanings made of refugee trauma, refugees from Burundi
resettled in Australia, endorsed silence as a meaning made (Puvimanasinghe et al., 2014),
whereas in Armenian survivors of collective trauma, the presence of meaning was

endorsed through forgiveness (Toussaint et al., 2017).
Discussion

The ability to make meaning and thrive despite adversity is, as we have seen, an
intricate process. In refugees, meaning-making is further complicated by added layers of
complexity associated with the refugee experience. And yet, refugees are able to achieve
growth and psychological adjustment, making it all the more urgent to thoroughly explore
all aspects of their meaning-making process. However, very few studies have specifically
investigated the construct of meaning. The processes and outcomes identified above were,
by and large, from research aimed at identifying factors contributing to psychological
adjustment in refugees, such as aspects of coping or resilience, but provide rich insight
into the complexity of the process and pave the way to exploring different aspects of
meaning-making in refugees.

There is a long road ahead in understanding the full complexity of meaning-
making processes in refugee populations throughout their trajectories of flight and
perceived posttraumatic growth. The literature gives us clues towards considering
meaning-making a journey rather than an endpoint, which may be particularly relevant in
the case of refugee populations If refugees are able to make different meanings
throughout their flight journeys as the literature seems to suggest, a good starting point
for researchers will be to investigate what triggers search for meaning. Above all, insight
into how these survivors, individually and collectively, make sense of their trauma
requires of us, as researchers, the ability to recognize in refugees their own agency and
the wealth of personal and community resources that allow them to thrive and grow

despite the trauma and violence.
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Abstract

Given the potential vulnerability of refugee populations as research subjects, careful
consideration should be given to the ethical and trauma-informed challenges of refugee
mental health research, and to the impact conducting such research has on researchers.
This study aimed to examine the challenges of implementing a mental health research
protocol with Syrian refugees living in Portugal. Guided by the integrated meaning-
making model, the research project “Journeys in Meaning” employed a mixed-methods
cross-sectional design to explore posttraumatic cognitive processing in refugees, using
two phases of data collection: two Focus Groups (Phase 1) in October and December
2018, to test the protocol, and 39 in-depth individual interviews (Phase 2) between
January and May 2019, to implement said protocol. Results reflect on the strategies used
to address methodological challenges related to protocol design, including engaging key
stakeholders and subject-matter experts, participant recruitment, and language issues
pertaining to interpretation and confidentiality, as well as strategies to address ethical-
and trauma-informed challenges aimed at minimizing harm and maximizing benefit that
followed social justice principles. The research protocol thus included safeguards to
counter participant fragility and experienced injustices, and strategies to foster strength
and resilience. Repeated empathetic exposure to traumatic content and the practical
challenges of implementing the protocol eventually led the Researcher to experience
compassion fatigue. Findings suggest the need for adaptive approaches to research with
refugee populations that challenge strict compliance with the traditional principles of “do
no harm” and researcher neutrality, and accommodate individual and community
complexities.

Keywords: ethics-in-practice; vicarious trauma; vicarious growth; compassion

satisfaction; Syrian refugees
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Introduction

Over the last decade, at least 100 million people were forcibly displaced from
their homes (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2021). A minority of
these refugees found safety in Western countries of asylum following exposure to
debilitating traumatic events and devastating losses (Steel et al., 2009). In post-migration
settings, refugees remain vulnerable to significant daily stressors related to poverty,
discrimination, language and cultural adaptation, which can be aggravated if they have
unclear or non-permanent legal status, their families are at risk, or they depend on state-
sponsored host programs (Matos et al., 2022). For host countries, sudden increases in
refugee arrivals pose significant economic, social and public health challenges. These
challenges call for data-driven policies that promote psychological well-being as a
condition for successful long-term integration (Cinaroglu, 2019; Hynie, 2018).

The Syrian war has led to the forced displacement of an estimated 12 million
civilians since its onset in 2011 (UNHCR, 2021). Studies have thus far documented the
negative mental health effects of the war, including Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD), often co-morbid with depression and anxiety (Peconga et al., 2020; Renner et al.,
2021), which can impair refugees’ ability to learn new skills and rebuild their lives
(Sorgen, 2015). However, despite the severity of trauma, refugees also appear to
experience positive psychological adjustment, and perceive growth in the aftermath of
trauma (Chan et al., 2016).

The search for meaning in the aftermath of trauma is a critical step in the process
of posttraumatic recovery (Brown, 2008). The trauma recovery literature posits that, event
that challenge individuals’ orienting systems require cognitive reappraisal efforts through
meaning-making processes to rebuild shattered assumptions about the world (e.g.,
expectations of safety, justice or self-reliance) and reduce distress (Park, 2010). When
successful, meaning-making can lead to a return to pre-trauma psychological functioning,
as individuals change their appraisal of the PTE to fit their global meaning, i.e., their core
beliefs, life goals, and sense of purpose, or to perceived positive life changes (Park,
2010). Refugee trauma can be severe enough to shatter core beliefs — necessary to initiate
the process of searching for meaning —, however, to date, meaning-making literature has
focused almost exclusively on single-event, personal disruptions and cognitive

reappraisals in Western individuals (Cromer & Smyth, 2010). It is unclear how
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cumulative, collective traumatic experiences affect refugees’ meaning-making
experience, its outcomes and impact on postdisplacement psychological well-being.
Studies that address this gap in empirical knowledge are crucial to inform psychological
growth-promoting interventions with refugees.

As research participants, refugees present intrinsic and extrinsic vulnerabilities
that make them especially susceptible to harm and exploitation (Seagle et al., 2020). To
protect refugees from emotional distress as they revisit details of overwhelming events
(Newman et al., 2006), ethics committees often act as gatekeepers who, however well-
intended, may establish unreasonable safeguards (Dehghan et al., 2019) that can further
disenfranchise refugees and reinforce patterns of oppression and silence (Fox et al.,
2020). Although the risks of retraumatization should not be minimized, the distress
associated with participating in trauma research has been found to be largely mild,
transitory, offset by the benefits of enrollment, and only reported by a minority of
participants (Jaffe et al., 2015). Survivors see value in contributing to science-based
knowledge that may help others, and, where narrative methods are used, participation can
offer an empowering opportunity for individuals to regain control over their life stories,
and promote agency and healing (De Haene et al., 2010). Ethically-accountable trauma
research therefore requires a delicate balance between harm minimization and benefit
maximization (Fox et al., 2020).

In research with refugee communities, strict compliance with fixed ethical
principles may set unrealistic expectations and place undue burden on researchers who
have to weigh issues of agency, power, language, culture, and distress throughout all
phases of study design and implementation (De Haene et al., 2010; Dehghan & Wilson,
2019). When designing and implementing study protocols, refugee trauma researchers are
required to integrate ethics guidelines, rigorous methodology, language and cultural
competency, while also being exposed to vast quantities of traumatic material, often with
inadequate supervision (Newman et al, 2006).

The effects of secondary exposure to trauma content on direct service providers,
including clinicians, therapists, and humanitarian workers, have been widely documented
in the vicarious trauma literature (Baird & Kracen, 2006; Newell & MacNeil, 2010), yet
little is known about its impact on mental health trauma researchers. As some of the
adverse consequences of their work, trauma workers can experience: secondary traumatic

stress, thus displaying symptoms that mirror those of the client; vicarious trauma
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secondary to shattered worldviews; as well as compassion fatigue, which entails the loss
of ability to empathize with the survivor (Knight et al., 2013). However, they can also
perceive psychological benefits that include vicarious posttraumatic growth through
positive changes in cognitive perspectives, vicarious resilience, and compassion
satisfaction (Harrison & Westwood, 2009; Hernandez-Wolfe et al., 2015).

As ethics and research committees focus their attention on the potential harm to
participants, mental health trauma researchers, who repeatedly and empathically guide
individuals through narratives of untold losses and suffering, and witness distress
firsthand, appear to be overwhelmingly left without a support system (van der Merwe &
Hunt, 2019). Additionally, at its core, academic work with trauma survivors engages two
potentially conflicting and psychologically demanding tasks: on the one hand, meticulous
data collection and processing that requires highly analytical and cognitively-intense
skills, while on the other hand, the ability to empathetically bear witness to the survivor’s
experience, which requires employment of emotional skills (Branson et al., 2018;
Mocnik, 2019).

Rationale for the Study

In the aftermath of the 2015 surge in Mediterranean crossings, refugee arrivals to
Portugal surged significantly, requiring an unprecedented effort by national and local
authorities across the country to host arriving communities (Sousa et al., 2021). With
Syrians comprising one of the largest arriving communities, in 2017, we designed a
research project, “Journeys in Meaning” (JiM), to assess cognitive restructuring processes
in war-exposed Syrian refugees. Findings from the study will inform evidence-based
psychological growth-promoting policy and practice with resettled refugees.

Given the compounded vulnerabilities of refugee populations in postdisplacement
settings, this case analysis aims to examine the ethical and trauma-informed challenges of
implementing JiM’s Arabic-language protocol, as well as the impact of project

implementation on the lead researcher.
Method
Study Design

Guided by Park’s (2010) integrated meaning-making model, the cross-sectional
mixed-methods research project relied on qualitative methodology to elicit exploratory

research on pre- and post-displacement meaning systems and meaning-making
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trajectories, while standardized self-report questionnaires were used to assess exposure to
PTEs, trauma-related distress, and extent of belief and goal violations. The mixed-
methods design would allow data triangulation and complementary and has been deemed
appropriate to capture the complexity of mental health issues in refugees (Weine, et al.,
2014). JiM’s principal research objectives were to: 1) examine exposure to PTEs and
associated psychological distress; 2) assess violations of pre-war assumptions; 3) explore
narrative accounts of traumatic experiences and subsequent processes of searching for
meaning; 4) identify cognitive processes that facilitate or impede meaning-making; and 5)
analyze the contribution of refugees’ meaning-making strategies to psychological
adjustment. With this research, we expected to identify collectively- and culturally-
informed meaning-making processes that would indicate specific needs in Syrians’
postdisplacement experience. We posited that: different types of PTEs would violate
different meaning systems; not all attempts to find meaning would be growth-promoting;
and that refugees with completed meaning-making journeys would perceive improved
psychological functioning.

The proposed design comprised two phases of data collection. Phase 1,
implemented between September and December 2018, would consist of four Focus
Groups (FG) in Lisbon, with 5-7 participants each, organized by gender. FGs would
provide an opportunity to test the protocol’s face validity and reach a shared
understanding of terminology, including appropriate probing questions (Upvall et al.,
2009). Building on FG findings (Lambert & Loiselle, 2008), between January and April
2019, 30 additional refugees living across continental Portugal would participate in
cognitive interviews to capture detailed accounts of their integrated meaning-making
experiences.

JiM was hosted by ISPA — Instituto Universitario’s William James Center for
Research, and is the responsibility of the first author, who is a clinical psychology PhD
proponent (hereinafter, the “Researcher”), and who was advised by a Research
Committee (RC) and an Expert Committee (EC). The RC included the author of the
meaning-making theoretical model, as well as one refugee trauma and one psychological
adjustment scholar, each. JiM involved strategic partnerships with refugee community
leaders, resettlement and community organizations, cultural mediators, and key
stakeholders across Portugal who formed the EC, and counseled on cultural, language,

outreach, and logistics during project design and implementation. JiM was funded by the
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Portuguese Foundation for Science and Technology (SFRH/BD/129602/2017) and, prior
to interacting with participants, the project received ethical approval of ISPA — Instituto
Universitario’s Ethics Committee (Ref. D/004/09/2018) in September 2018.

Participants and Procedures

Eligible participants were recently-arrived (>6 months) Syrian Arabic-speaking
adults (>18yo0). Recruitment included: study information sessions hosted by local
community and resettlement organizations; distribution of flyers in Arabic, English and
Portuguese to organizations and key stakeholders for affixation and dissemination; and
social media postings. Snowball sampling was subsequently used. Study participants
signed consent forms, were ensured of confidentiality and anonymity, briefed on the
potential symptoms and normal reactions to the retelling of their stories, and informed of
the possibility of withdrawing at any time and of referral for psychosocial support, as
needed. All interviews were audio-recorded following written and oral confirmation of
consent.

Materials

The protocol consisted of six documents: (1) “Information to participants” to be
provided at the beginning of the GF/IDI in print and reviewed orally, with a description of
the study procedures, research team, clarification of role of researcher, participant’s
rights, confidentiality, risks and benefits; (2) “Consent form” to be signed and dated by
participants; (3) Socio-demographic questionnaire built for the purposes of the study to
collect key determinants of refugee health (Hynie, 2018); (4) Harvard Trauma
Questionnaire — Arabic version (HTQ; Shoeb et al., 2007) to assess exposure to trauma
events (Part 1; 45 items), torture history (Part 5; 34 items), and trauma symptoms in the
two weeks prior to the interview (Part 4); (5) Global Meaning Violations Scale (GMVS;
Park et al., 2016) measuring disruption of beliefs (5 items) and goals (8 items) in the
aftermath of a traumatic event on a 5-point Likert scale, to be cross-culturally adapted for
use with Arabic-speaking refugees; and (6) Semi-structured interview guide to explore
pre- and post-traumatic meaning cognitions, which established “the events that led you to
leave your country” as a baseline to reflect on pre- and post-trauma beliefs, life goals, and
sense of purpose. Study materials were designed in English and subsequently translated
and back-translated to Arabic.
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Data Processing

Participant anonymity was ensured by assigning a numerical code to each
participant, which was then used to identify them across all data. Detailed notes on
individual reactions and expressed immediate needs or concerns both during and after the
interview were kept in a separate tracker. Audio recordings were transcribed, the original
files subsequently destroyed, and identifying information removed from transcriptions.
Digital files were kept in a separate server and paper files placed in a locked cabinet.
Only the Researcher had full access to the restricted files and research assistants signed
confidentiality agreements for processing separate datasets.
Expected Outcomes

Expected key outcomes were quantitative — pre-flight PTEs, PTSD diagnosis,
extent of belief and goal violations — and qualitative — meanings-made of trauma and
perceived changes to psychological functioning. Secondary outcomes included:
preliminary validation of the GMVS-ArabV and integrated pathways of Syrians’

meaning-making processes.
Study Implementation

Data collection effectively started in October 2018 and ended the following May.
The Researcher, who was assisted by Arabic language interpreters in Phase 1 FGs,
collected all data.
Phase 1: Focus Groups

Six Syrian resettled (n = 2) and relocated (n = 4) refugees, including five women
and one man, signed-up for two small FGs in October and December 2018, in Lisbon,
following in-person information sessions facilitated by the Researcher. One woman was a
no-show, therefore final group composition was FG1, n = 2 women, and FG2, n = 2
women and n = 1 man. Participants averaged 37.4 years in age (SD = 12.2), spent a mean
of 27.8 months in transit (SD = 18.8), had been living in Portugal for over two years (M =
27.8 months; SD = 7.3), and all travelled with their children. Highest level of formal
education was: n =1 basic, n = 1 middle, and n = 3 secondary school.
Phase 2: In-Depth Individual interviews

Twenty-one men (55.6%) and 19 women (44.4%) between the ages of 19 and 55
(M = 27.8; SD = 6.5) enrolled in Phase 2. One man dropped-out after becoming
distressed during the study. The final sample thus consisted of 39 Syrian nationals: 31
(80%) beneficiaries of higher education programs for refugees (i.e., “the other one
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percent”, according to the UNHCR (2016)), three spontaneous asylum-seekers, and five
EU-relocated refugees. Participants averaged less than three years in Portugal (M = 33.2
months; SD = 19.6) and had exceptionally high formal education: 2 doctoral, 11 Master’s,
and 19 Bachelor’s degrees. Seven interviews were conducted in Portuguese and the
remainder in English, all with study materials in Arabic, as well as English and
Portuguese, and lasted on average 90 minutes. Researcher and participants met in partner
organizations’ offices or in quiet places of participants’ convenience, and interviews were
held in the districts of Braga and Oporto in the north (40%), Aveiro and Coimbra (22%)
and Lisbon (36%) in central Portugal, and in the southern district of Evora (2%).
Preliminary Results and Dissemination of Findings

Preliminary JiM findings have thus far suggested that: regardless of immigration
status, war-affected civilians are exposed to numerous, extreme PTEs and to significant
pre- and post-migration daily stressors capable of violating meaning systems; refugees
make meaning of shattered cognitions throughout their migration journeys; and
meanings-made of trauma contribute differently to psychological adjustment. Principal
strategies for dissemination of findings have included presentations in scientific
conferences, publications in peer-reviewed journals, social media postings with abstracts
available in Arabic to allow wider audiences to monitor study progress, and dissemination
to key stakeholders and to individual participants.

Results

Strategies to Address Methodological Challenges
Protocol

The integrated meaning-making model (Park, 2010) was originally developed and
tested largely in US-based student populations. Its applicability to survivors of refugee
trauma thus required preliminary consultations with key Syrian community members and
scholars to assess if, and how, meaning-making and its derivative processes would be
similarly understood in the target population (International Test Commission, 2018).
Although no culture-informed disparities were found, constructs such as, “life as
meaningful,” “core beliefs,” or “sense of purpose,” were flagged as potentially complex
for prospective participants to readily apprehend. As such, two strategies were devised to
maximize suitability of approach and language. On the one hand, we employed a Syrian
translator with active field experience with arriving communities, who counseled on

terminology and best approaches based on the target population’s perceived ability to
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grasp concepts and disclose personal experiences. On the other hand, the RC
recommended that the protocol be pilot-tested in Focus Groups before proceeding with
cognitive interviews, and that time be reserved at the end for participants to provide
feedback on content and language. As such, participants found the protocol appropriate
and the concepts and wording familiar, albeit “difficult” to reflect upon.

Subsequent to FG findings, adjustments to language included: “worldviews/how
you see the world” being employed to convey “global meaning,” similarly to “what you
lived for before the war/live for now” to access “sense of purpose.” The protocol further
anticipated strategies to help ground participants and guide them away from the implicit
abstraction of some constructs by providing concrete examples (e.g., going from un-cued
questions to cued probing), and setting a baseline for potential disruptions by thinking

% ¢¢

back on participants’ “own” lives to connect them to their concrete experiences instead of
offering general impressions.
Recruitment

Despite intense recruitment efforts, including mediation through resettlement
agencies and community leaders to help build trust between eligible participants and the
Researcher (Fox et al., 2020), Phase 1 yielded only 5 participants who self-organized to
integrate two small FGs. We expected FGs to encourage participation in potentially-
stigmatizing mental health research (Ekblad & B&&rnhielm, 2002). Instead, the group
setting proved to be a deterrent to enrollment. Community research fatigue, concerns
about confidentiality, and preoccupation with immediate socioeconomic needs were
suggested as reasons why prospective participants may have been reticent to participate.
Considering the confidentiality concerns expressed by participants during the test phase, a
decision was made to eliminate language interpretation in Phase 2, effectively requiring
fluency in English or Portuguese.

Participant enrollment in IDIs was successful to the point of drawing a waitlist
beyond data saturation, and logistical and programmatic ability to accommodate
additional participants. Key to successful recruitment were: the individual setting;
elimination of interpreters, who would have likely been from the same community;
elimination of inclusion criterion requiring refugee status, as to capture a diversity of
refugee experiences, regardless of legal status or pathways to safety; and snowball
recruitment by individuals who participated in the study and subsequently recruited and,

in many cases helped organized, interviews with other participants in their towns.
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Language

There were several challenges pertaining to language, common to field conditions
but challenging for scientific accuracy, chief of which pertained to Phase 2 participants
being required to access or express certain ideas or constructs in a non-native language
(Schwarz et al., 2010). However, the importance of giving participants an opportunity to
speak freely cannot be overstated, especially in a community with shattered social
identity (Smeekes, et al., 2017). Feelings of mistrust and isolation are not uncommon in
the aftermath of the collective trauma (Strang & Quinn, 2019) and were painfully
articulated by several participants, one of whom pointedly asked, “do you think my
[Syrian] friends would tell me the things they told you?”
Outputs of narrative methods

There were marked differences in Phase 1 and Phase 2 participants’ ability to
access and narrate posttraumatic cognitions. FG participants, all in Portugal on refugee
status, appeared generally unavailable to engage in abstract, deep reflections about
meaning in life, and often rerouted the discussion to more pressing socioeconomic needs.
It is unclear how the group setting, issues of confidentiality, and level of formal education
impacted individual ability to delve into meaning-making narratives. In Phase 2,
participants were largely beneficiaries of the higher education programs for refugees and
appeared to be cognitively better equipped to engage in meaningful reflection.
Additionally, regardless of past trauma and significant daily stressors, student-refugees
were generally able to set aside discussions about potential immediate concerns, access

the invoked cognitions, and provide rich data.
Strategies to Address Ethical and Trauma-Informed Challenges

Harm Minimization

The protocol included safeguards to address distress resulting from and
subsequent to the research encounter, which were employed as appropriate to individual
needs. In addition to explaining the nature of symptoms associated with revisiting
traumatic experiences and referral to psychosocial support in the community, other
safeguards included: destigmatization of help-seeking, empathetic expression of sorrow,
recognition of strength and resilience, and offering strategies to minimize distress (e.g.,
breathing and grounding exercises). The latter was especially useful to regroup FG2
participants and interpreter, following a particularly difficult account, in Arabic, that led
to collective crying, and to the Syrian interpreter also becoming visibly agitated and
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momentarily unable to convey to the Researcher what had been narrated. In Phase 2,
trauma content-related distress had various manifestations, the most common of which
included participants becoming emotional subsequent to, or avoidant at the prospect of,
thinking back or retelling a specific event. As such, three participants opted for writing
down instead of verbalizing a difficult occurrence and then asked the Researcher to read
the description (e.g., one young woman wrote, “in 2013, I was blown up with my friends
when I was in school. I saw many friends dead”). At least two participants reported pre-
interview anxiety leading to severe insomnia prior to the interviews. Lastly, one torture
survivor was despondent throughout his interview, leading the Researcher to concluding
the interview early rather than probing, and to discussing options of care.

Benefit Maximization

All study participants were offered a €10 voucher. Phase 1 recruitment materials
included reference to the voucher, which was used as incentive for enrollment. However,
following recommendations from FG participants, who found the amount insufficient to
serve as incentive, in Phase 2, reference to the voucher was removed from the materials,
and when it was gifted at the end of the interview, it was overwhelmingly welcomed as a
pleasant surprise.

Numerous participants expressed being thankful for the opportunity to share their
stories, and, especially among student-refugees, to contribute to evidence-based
knowledge that might help their community. Some participants further expressed their
gratitude by offering to help recruit others, effectively becoming project champions. To
some, the research encounter also presented an important opportunity for healing. One
rare and powerful healing experience occurred when a young woman became emotional
after reading the trauma symptoms in the HTQ. As she wiped away the tears, she stated:
“until now — until just now! — | blamed [life in] Portugal for my suffering. Now |
understand it’s normal.” Lastly, on follow-up, four participants expressed the relief they
felt for “letting things out,” being “able to say things that [they] kept to [them]sel[ves] for
a long time,” feeling “much better after talking to [the Researcher];” most tellingly,
especially among a community that had been receiving so much attention from
Portuguese researchers, civil society, the media, and government institutions alike, one
participant sent a message stating, “we rarely find a person who asks and listens. So |

enjoyed that.”
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Impact of Refugee Trauma Research on the Researcher

Researchers as Agents of Social Justice

The protocol included strategies to counter participant fragility and experienced
injustices, and to foster strength and dignity (De Haene et al., 2010). Although refugee
health researchers are in unique positions to detect and possibly alert service providers to
needs disclosed during the research encounter, striking a healthy balance between
neutrality and rigor, and consequential thinking (i.e., anticipating and weighing harm and
benefit; Fox et al., 2020) can be mentally taxing. Additionally, while research widely
differs from service provision, the distinctions may appear unfair and incomprehensible to
those ineligible to participate (Seagle et al., 2020), and overwhelming to researchers if
confronted with misguided participant expectations.

Some of the harm minimization and benefit maximization strategies followed
social justice principles (Ellis et al., 2007; Hugman et al., 2011), namely the empathetic
expression of sorrow and outrage the Researcher, appreciation for individual, family, and
community resilience, holding someone’s silence when words were insufficient to
describe their suffering, or simply bearing witness to someone’s story. The protocol
subsequently included individual follow-up to thank each participant for their
participation, ask how they were doing after revisiting their personal experiences, and
inquire about the issue that was most pressing to them (e.g., referral to legal services for a
stateless Palestinian refugee, asking about a sick parent, or connecting a participant to a
local basketball team).

Fatigue and Trauma Exposure

Language barriers, scheduling logistics, difficult access to the complex cognitions
that were the object of the study, repeated empathetic engagement, and exposure to
trauma content were all issues that put the Researcher at risk for psychological distress
(Habib, 2019). In the early stages of data collection, access to individual meaning systems
was, at best, challenging, with marked improvement in study outputs with the enrollment
of student-refugees. Although students reported having never given much thought to the
meaning of life, they largely and more promptly welcomed the discussion, and were
available to explore their complex cognitive processing.

In terms of the logistics of interviewing, there was an initial concern not to
schedule more than three IDIs in a given week, to give the Researcher time to process the

material and create room for appropriate, empathetic witnessing (Mo¢nik, 2019) before
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the next interview. However, as the pace of enrollment increased and eventually peaked
at four back-to-back interviews per day, in addition to feeling emotionally depleted, the
Researcher began feeling guilty for no longer being able to hold each individual account
with the space and respect it merited. The Researcher also noted progressive decreased
ability to express empathy and began feeling emotionally numb towards the end of data
collection, which studies have found to be protective (Lusk & Terrazas, 2015). Having
surpassed data saturation, individual accounts became increasingly similar and fatigue
began to take hold. This is evidenced through shorter interjections by the Researcher, as
well as missed opportunities to explore themes that had otherwise been comprehensively
explored with earlier participants.
Trauma, Survival and Privilege

“I’m going to tell you something I never told anyone.” Like this 21-year-old man,
other participants made similar announcements before sharing frightful, humiliating or
shame-filled experiences. Although the study protocol did not call for narration of
specific PTEs, as such data was collected quantitatively to minimize distress (Jaffe et al.,
2015), participants frequently wanted to narrate the extreme experiences that had
challenged their meaning systems. On such occasions, the Researcher promptly engaged
the protective cognitive strategies she had been trained to employ over 12 years of
fieldwork with survivors of torture: listening empathetically while focusing on capturing
information relevant to the object of the meeting, debriefing (preferentially) with a
refugee trauma colleague, and, if needed, taking a “mental health” day off. And yet, being
privy to participants’ narratives gave the Researcher an overwhelming sense of privilege
and appreciation for participants’ strength and resilience, which has been shown to
provide opportunities for psychological growth (Barrington & Shakespeare-Finch, 2013).
This positive reappraisal of worldviews is something the Researcher had experienced
earlier in her career, including reappraised sense of purpose, which continued to prove

adaptive throughout study implementation.
Discussion

This study assessed the challenges of implementing an Arabic-language mental
health research protocol with Syrian refugees living in a post-migration setting. The
complexity of constructs and cognitive processing under study, language and cultural
specifications, severe trauma exposure, and the compounded vulnerabilities associated

with participants’ recent arrival to Portugal called for a network of advisors that could
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help bridge the gap between rigorous design and the realities of field research work.
Although exacting on the Researcher, the flexibility required to accommodate
methodological, ethical, and trauma-informed challenges was manageable due to a
combination of prior training, help-seeking behavior, and the support provided by
Research and Expert Committees alike, throughout all phases of the project.

The lessons from protocol implementation focus on the need for adaptive
approaches to recruitment, practice, agency, harm-benefit balance, and researcher self-
care, that render traditional ethics principles that emphasize strict application of the
principles of “do no harm” or researcher neutrality at odds with the practical challenges of
doing research with forced migrants. Strict compliance with those principles may
unintentionally disenfranchise already marginalized population samples (Newman et al.,
2007). Instead, refugee scholars have discussed the need for a new ethics paradigm that
promotes flexibility, ethical and ecological thinking, and where researchers have an
obligation to bring benefit to participants and to commit to principles of social change
(Fox et al., 2020; De Haene et al., 2010; Seagle et al., 2020).

Although JiM participants occasionally evidenced distress as they recalled
particularly difficult life events, the symptoms were not only mild and transitory, but also
appropriate to content. The protocol included safeguards to offset potential helplessness
or loss of control arising from, or subsequent to, the research encounter (Jaffe et al., 2015)
as well as strategies to provide opportunities for healing and justice, as appropriate. These
were achieved through debriefing protocols that normalized distress, promoted the
empathic expression of outrage, and offered a participant-centered approach that
recognized researcher-participant power differentials, and vulnerabilities and strengths as
relational (De Haene et al., 2010). In our research, although follow-up protocols were
often time- and emotional resource-consuming, participants reported feeling thankful,
reassured of the purpose of their contribution, and, often, empowered.

Given repeated reports of research fatigue and compromised trust among the
Syrian community, the chance recruitment of highly educated participants with multi-
language proficiency provided meaningful opportunities for safe disclosure, reflection,
and healing, despite the methodological limitation of having individuals discuss complex
cognitions in a non-native language. Additionally, as the Researcher began evidencing
signs of compassion fatigue, a decision was made to end data collection, since data

saturation had also been surpassed and despite there still being participants awaiting
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interviews. It is unclear what the decision would have been had data collection objectives
not yet been reached and what strategies would have otherwise been implemented to
support the Researcher’s wellbeing.

Although safeguards for participants, including debriefing and follow-up were
thoroughly discussed and incorporated into the protocol, strategies to protect the
Researcher from harm were defined and implemented on an ad hoc basis. It is therefore
crucial that, in addition to those for participants, protocols also integrate clearly defined
safeguards for researchers, with provisions for self-care and regular supervision that, at a
minimum, minimize secondary trauma, compassion fatigue, and burnout (Knight, 2013;
Mocnik, 2019), but can also offer opportunities for vicarious resilience, growth, and
compassion satisfaction.

Refugee scholars have an opportunity to help shape the discourse and public
perceptions of refugees. Because forced migrants are inherently political subjects who
invoke strong public opinions, centering their experiences on past trauma and
vulnerability can contribute to their further stigmatization (Habib, 2019; Hynie, 2018). It
is therefore important to include members of the target community throughout the
research process in order to achieve a balanced representation of findings that honors the
complexity and depth of individual and community experiences.

Conclusion

Finding the right balance between scientific rigor and the multitude of challenges
of designing and implementing mental health research with refugees requires humerous
compromises to accommodate individual and community complexities. Key to
methodological soundness of JiM’s findings has been maintaining a detailed log of
discussions with Expert and Research Committee members of emerging needs for
contextual adaptations, reasoning for any subsequent adjustments to the protocol, and the
literature that supports it. Refugee mental health research that empowers study
participants and acknowledges real-world conditions can lead to actionable and effective
outcomes that inform host countries’ policies and practice and favorably impact the

wellbeing of arriving communities.
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Abstract

Objective: This mixed-methods study assessed the prevalence of pre- and post-migration
trauma and stressors as determinants of refugee mental health in resettlement. Method:
Forty-four war-affected Syrian civilians arriving in Portugal through four streams —
UNHCR resettlement, EU relocation, spontaneous asylum, and higher education
programs for refugees — participated in focus groups and individual interviews.
Participants completed self-report measures of trauma and torture and PTSD symptoms,
and narrated pre- and post-migration experiences and distress through semi-structured
interviews. We used descriptive statistics to characterize incidence of trauma and distress,
and thematic analysis to identify themes of pre- and post-flight stressors. Results:
Participants reported a mean 12.9 (SD=7.2) war trauma events, with six men also
disclosing having been tortured. Twenty-five percent met diagnostic criteria for PTSD.
Key results identified pre-flight contextual, personal, family and community daily
stressors capable of shattering pre-war meaning systems, and post-flight common
stressors aggravated by state-sponsored host conditions, the ongoing conflict, and, for the
student group, subsequent to temporary returns to Syria. Conclusion: Regardless of legal
status on arrival, civilians from war-torn countries may be exposed to pre- and post-
migration trauma and stressors that severely impact their mental health, reinforce feelings
of uprootedness, and dim integration prospects. Findings highlight the need for host
countries to create opportunities for agency and autonomy to improve refugees’ own
integration prospects and ability to initiate their path to recovery.

Keywords: refugee trauma, social determinants of health, higher education for refugees,

collective trauma, meaning-making

Clinical Impact Statement
The present study suggests the need to comprehensively address the ability of pre- and
post-migration trauma and daily stressors to shatter previously-held assumptions about
the world and cause significant distress in war-exposed civilians. Trauma-informed
services should be tailored to the needs of different subgroups and address learned
uncertainties as refugees rethink their future. Regardless of immigration status, nationals
of refugee-source countries may require some degree of individual- and community-level

healing as a condition for successful long-term integration.
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Introduction

The integration of refugees? in post-displacement settings has been the focus of
intense debate as host societies attempt to promote stable and safe solutions to the
increasing numbers of those forcibly displaced worldwide (Hynie, 2018; Lichtenstein &
Puma, 2019; United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2019). Among immigrant
populations, refugees face particular challenges and have needs and vulnerabilities related
not only to the forced nature and uprootedness of their experience, but also to the exacting
conditions they find in host countries. If left unaddressed, these can severely impact their
mental health (Kim & Kim, 2014; Steel et al., 2009) and ability to successfully integrate
into their new communities (Heeren et al., 2014; Schick et al., 2016).

The refugee experience is characterized by exposure to multiple Potentially-
Traumatic Events (PTEs) in the Country of Origin (COQ), flight journeys plagued with
additional trauma, uncertainty and loss, and significant stressors in post-migration settings
(Porter & Haslam, 2005). Extensive evidence has documented the negative long-term
mental health effects of refugee trauma on survivors, with refugees presenting
significantly higher rates of psychopathology than host and other immigrant populations,
including Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) often with co-morbid depression and
anxiety (Bogic et al., 2015). Yet psychopathology is not an inevitable outcome of refugee
trauma. Contemporary models of refugee health have evolved to encompass three
fundamental tenets. First, the effect of trauma is not exclusively determined by exposure
to pre-migration trauma but rather is moderated by the socio-political conditions in the
country of resettlement (Miller & Rasmussen, 2010). Second, psychological distress is
not necessarily pathological, but may be a normative response to the extreme events and
circumstances refugees encounter (Silove et al., 2017). Third, despite the severity of
trauma and compounding daily stressors, refugees are extremely resilient, and can
achieve positive psychological adjustment and perceive posttraumatic growth as they
make meaning of their past experiences and integrate them into their life stories (Chan et
al., 2016).

Over the last decade, there has been increased recognition of the roles that the

complex web of social and political factors play in determining health outcomes across

2 We use the term “refugees” and “refugee populations” interchangeably to signify survivors of the refugee
experience, regardless of legal status or pathways to safety. Where technically pertinent, we will make a
distinction between resettled refugees, asylum-seekers and/or the type of host program. Similarly, the stand-
alone word “resettlement” is generally used to indicate a post-displacement setting, unless otherwise
specified to indicate a refugee resettlement program.
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different settings and populations (Braveman et al., 2011). Determinants of health are
often informed by arriving communities’ presumed deservingness and limited by
ambiguous and often contentious relationships with the state and service providers
(Castarfieda et al., 2015). Discrimination, inadequate housing, under- or unemployment
and associated financial struggles, and acculturative stress are all common stressors faced
by immigrants, which, in refugees, may be compounded by concerns related to the status
of conflict and the well-being of those left behind, the asylum process, survivor’s guilt,
and the concurrent fear of being forcibly returned and being unable to go home should an
emergency arise (Heeren et al., 2014; Hynie, 2018; Nakeyar & Frewen, 2016). These
stressors may not only heighten the effects of previous trauma but also impair refugees’
ability to recover and achieve psychological adjustment (Schweitzer et al., 2006). Poor
mental health impacts refugees’ ability to hold jobs, access needed services, and learn a
new language and way of life, and thus represents a significant public health concern with
considerable societal and financial costs (Sengoelge et al., 2019). Yet refugee integration
policies are often overwhelmingly guided by their primary, short-term goal of financial
self-sufficiency. They tend to lack medium to long-term planning and resource allocation
(Ghumman et al., 2016) and fail to prioritize psychological well-being as a key driver of
successful integration (Rotenberg et al., 2000).

As a consequence of a protracted and brutal civil war, Syria has, for the past few
years, consistently been the main refugee source-country in the world (UNHCR, 2019).
Since 2011, approximately 6 million civilians have been repeatedly displaced within
Syria and an additional 6.7 million sought refuge across the border, mostly remaining in
neighboring countries in protracted situations. Some 1 million subsequently made
perilous journeys to Europe, which registered peak Mediterranean crossings in 2015
(European Commission, 2016).

Portugal, a country with a population of 10 million at the western edge of Europe,
has traditionally hosted symbolic numbers of refugees both through its UNHCR
resettlement program, which between 2007 and 2014 resettled a total of 180 persons, and
through its spontaneous asylum program, which, in 2015, with a record-high 1.2 million
applications across EU member states, received but 830 new applications (EU, 2016;
Servico de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras, 2016). Despite not being a preferred refugee
destination country, faced with the escalation of the Syrian war and the successive

humanitarian crises in the Mediterranean, Portugal resolved to offer two additional
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avenues for international protection: the 2014 Global Platform for Syrian Students
(GP4SYS), an emergency scholarship program that flew Syrian college-age students to
Lisbon, granted them student visas, and placed them in universities across the country,
and that by 2018 was actively hosting 158 students (GP4SYS, 2019); and the European
Commission’s 2015 emergency relocation scheme, through which 2,144 mostly Syrian,
Iragi and Eritrean asylum-seekers entered Portugal following relocation from Italy and
Greece (Asylum Information Database, 2019).

Despite broad consensus around conceptualizing integration as a two-way process,
the onus of the success of integration policies rests almost exclusively on arriving
refugees’ ability to become a part of, and participate in, the new society (Hynie, 2018;
Oduntan & Ruthven, 2019). Still, psychological distress caused by war, persecution,
difficult migration journeys, resettlement, and generalized uncertainty keep refugees in
survival mode for years, recurrently weighing their options, and unable to envision their
own future (Ben Farhat et al., 2018).

Considering that the lack of knowledge about refugees’ mental health needs and
the perceived stressors they face may lead to inadequate care and interventions, and
hinder their ability to successfully integrate, we aim to analyze the determinants of mental
health in a sample of war-affected Syrian civilians living in Portugal. In order to
understand the complexity of the Syrian experience, we conducted a cross-sectional,
mixed-methods study to capture the breadth of pre- and post-migration stressors and
symptoms of distress in different subgroups of war-affected Syrian civilians across

immigration statuses.
Method

Participants and Procedures

This study utilizes data from a larger research project that examines how refugees
make meaning of their past experiences and achieve psychological adjustment in post-
displacement settings. We recruited Syrian nationals across continental Portugal in close
consultation with resettlement agencies and community-based organizations, and used a
combination of convenience and snowball sampling. Outreach included interpreter-
facilitated information sessions in resettlement agencies and dissemination of Arabic
language flyers on social networks. Inclusion criteria comprised: (a) national of a refugee-

source country (b) in Portugal for minimum 6 months, (c) adult (age 18+), and (d) Arabic
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speaker with English or Portuguese fluency. One prospective participant was excluded
after becoming overwhelmed by the prospect of retelling her story.

A total of 45 Syrians participated in the study. In Phase 1, four women and 1 man
took part in two small self-organized Focus Groups (FG) with 2 and 3 people each, meant
to test the study protocol’s face validity. Focus Groups were held in partner
organizations’ offices in Lisbon in October and December 2018, lasted approximately 90
minutes each, and were led with the assistance of language interpreters, who received
training on role, expectations, and content of interviews. At the end of the FGs,
participants were asked to provide feedback on suitability of language and content of the
protocol. The protocol was considered appropriate, but participants did suggest that,
eliminating the group setting and the presence of an interpreter would likely yield more
prospective participants, due to hypervigilance among the recently-arrived community.
Phase 2 was comprised of 40 In-Depth Individual (IDI) interviews to explore accounts of
pre- and post-migration trauma, stressors and symptoms of psychological distress. IDIs
were conducted without language interpretation, in either English or Portuguese,
according to participant preference, and lasted 90 minutes on average. Researcher and
participants met in partner organizations’ offices or in quiet places of participants’
convenience in 6 of 18 Portuguese districts, between February and May 2019. One
Kurdish participant dropped out after becoming distressed during the interview.

The final sample therefore consisted of 44 participants: 21 men (47.7%) and 23
women (52.3%) between the ages of 19 and 59 years old (M = 28.2; SD = 6.7).
Participants entered Portugal through four streams: 31 (14 Men (M), 17 Women (W);
70.3%) traveled on student visas through higher education programs for refugees, such as
the GP4SYS (“student visa participants”), and 13 others applied for or benefitted from
international protection (“refugee protection participants”), including UNHCR
resettlement (2W; 4.5%), EU relocation (5M, 3W; 18.2%), and spontaneous asylum
applications (2M, 1W; 6.8%). Participants were large-majority single (n = 37, 84.1%); 12
(27.3%) were married or partnered and one was widowed during the war. Seventy-seven
percent (n = 34) had some form of higher education, including doctoral (n = 2, 4.5%),
master’s (N = 11, 25.0%) and bachelor’s (n = 18, 40.9%) degrees, and associate or
unfinished (i.e., interrupted due to the war) bachelor’s degrees (n = 3, 6.8%); 8 (18%) had
completed 12" grade education and 2 women had basic and middle schooling each.

Median length of time since leaving Syria was 43.2 months (SD = 27.9) and stay in
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Portugal ranged from 11 to 67 months (M = 32.2; SD = 19.6). Forty-one participants
(93.2%) reported being currently employed (n = 10) or having full-time occupation (n =
31), i.e., being a scholarship recipient.

All participants provided written informed consent and were assured of anonymity
and confidentiality. Due to the potential for retraumatization, participants were instructed
on the nature of symptoms and normal reactions to the retelling of their stories (Makhoul
et al., 2018) and informed of the possibility of being referred for pro-bono psychosocial
support. The study was approved by ISPA — Instituto Universitario’s Ethics Committee
(Ref. D/004/09/2018).

Measures

The study protocol included: (1) a socio-demographic questionnaire in Arabic
constructed for the purposes of this study and designed to collect social determinants of
refugee health, including gender, formal education, employment and legal status, as well
as sections on flight journey and life in resettlement. (2) The 2007 Arabic version of the
Harvard Trauma Questionnaire (HTQ; Shoeb et al., 2007), which was developed
specifically for use with refugee populations to examine exposure to different types of
trauma and associated distress. Parts 1 — Trauma Events (45 items) and 5 — Torture
History (34 items) assessed exposure to pre-resettlement PTEs, and Part 4 — Trauma
Symptoms assessed presence of PTSD symptoms in the two weeks prior to the interview.
Individuals with a DSM-IV score (Items 1-16) above the recommended cut-off of 2.5
were considered symptomatic for PTSD. Lastly, (3) pre- and post-flight daily stressors
and associated distress were examined through a semi-structured interview. We started by
asking two open-ended questions — (Q1) “What do you feel was the main reason that led
you to leave your country?” and (Q2) “When you think back on your life before the war
and now, can you describe how it changed?”” —, which were subsequently guided to assess
participants’ experiences prior to and during the war, the flight journey, and in
resettlement.

Data analysis

We used descriptive statistics to characterize the sample, frequency analyses to
examine exposure to PTEs, and Pearson’s correlations to determine dose-effect responses
between number of PTEs and severity of PTSD. We imputed missing values below 10%

of the sample and p < .05 was considered statistically significant (Mardco, 2014). All
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statistical tests were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics Software version 25 (IBM
SPSS, Chicago).

FG and IDI interview audio recordings were transcribed, participants’ names were
replaced and coded, and transcriptions were analyzed as one dataset. We used an
inductive approach to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to explore accounts of
pre- and post-resettlement stressors, informed by literature on determinants of refugee
mental health in resettlement (Miller & Rasmussen, 2010; Silove et al., 2017). The Lead
Researcher did a first in-depth reading of all interview transcripts and created the initial
coding, which was discussed with the research committee. Two research assistants
subsequently coded the interviews using the thematic maps. Coding disagreements and
adjustments to themes were done in consultation with the Lead Researcher and final

approval by the research committee.
Results

Pre-Migration Trauma and Mental Health Outcomes

Participants reported exposure to an average of 12.9 different types of trauma
(SD=7.2; i.e., answered “yes” to items in HTQ Part 1) ranging from 3 to 32 events. Six
men (3 student visa and 3 refugee protection participants) also reported having been
tortured (i.e., “while in captivity you received deliberate and systematic infliction of
physical and/or mental suffering”), and endorsed an additional 76 torture events in HTQ
Part 5. Table 2 indicates the prevalence of trauma and torture by Gender and Legal Status
on arrival. Table 3 indicates the most common types of trauma and torture events to
illustrate the extreme nature of PTEs that civilians in our sample endured.

Table 2. Exposure to Trauma and Torture

Variables n Trauma M SD n Torture M SD n Total M SD
Events Events Trauma &
Torture
Gender
Men 21 329 157 78 6 76 127 77 21 405 19.3 13.6
Women 23 237 103 55 0 0 0.0 0.0 23 237 10.3 55
Legal Status
UNHCR 2 36 180 10 O 0 00 00 2 36 180 1.0
resettlement
EU relocation 8 154 193 80 2 39 195 85 8 193 24.1 16.5
Spontaneous 3 45 150 49 1 11 11.0 00 3 56 18.7 9.7
asylum
Student Visa 31 331 107 6.1 3 26 87 46 31 357 115 79
Total 44 566 129 72 6 76 12.7 7.7 44 642 146 11.2
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Twenty-five percent of participants (n = 11) showed clinically-significant PTSD:
6 women (M = 3.0; SD = .4) and 5 men (M = 2.9; SD = .2); 7 of the 13 refugee protection
participants (M = 3.1; SD = .3); 4 of the 31 students (M = 2.7; SD = .2); and 3 of the 6
survivors of torture (SOTs) (none of them students; M=2.8; SD = .2). We found
significant positive correlation between exposure to trauma and PTSD severity (r = .559;
p <.001).

Table 3. Most Common Types of Trauma and Torture

Type of Event n %
Trauma (HTQ1)
Witnessed shelling, burning, or razing of residential areas or fields 36 81.8
Confined to home because of chaos and violence outside 36 81.8
Murder or violent death of friend 31 70.5
Exposed to combat situation (explosions, artillery fire, shelling) or landmine 28 63.6
Serious physical injury of family member or friend from combat situation 28 63.6
Witnessed someone being physically harmed (beating, knifing, etc.) 24 54.5
Torture (HTQ5)
Humiliated and threatened 6 100.0
Forced to stand for long periods of time 6 92.0
Chained or tied 4 66.7
Blindfolded 4 66.7
Punched, slapped, kicked, or struck with objects 4 66.7
Sexual torture
Witnessed sexual abuse, rape (i.e., forced sexual activity), or torture of someone 5 83.3
Forced to undress in front of people 2 33.3
Forcibly arranged in various humiliating or sexually-explicit positions 2 33.3

Pre- and Post-Migration Daily Stressors

We asked participants to indicate the main reason to leave Syria to set a baseline
to reflect on their lives prior to the war and at present time. Although we did not ask
targeted questions about living conditions and sources of distress in Syria and Portugal,
participants shared insights on the daily challenges of both living in a country at war and
living abroad with an ongoing war at home. Through participants’ accounts, we identified
three themes of pre-flight stressors: contextual, personal- and family-related, and
community-related. We also identified four themes of post-flight daily stressors: common
post-migration stressors and stressors related to war and refugee experience, to
resettlement conditions, and to temporary return to Syria.
Pre-Flight War-Related Daily Stressors

Participants related accounts of social and material wartime conditions that
significantly impacted their daily lives in Syria and often challenged their worldviews to

the point of still causing ongoing distress. Stressors related to: (1) context, (2) personal
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and family matters, and (3) the community are summarized below and reported in detail
in Table 4.

“Restricted access to basic resources and services” and a “generalized fear and
insecurity” were main contextual stressors and the source of constant worry and suffering.
“Even if we didn’t face something very strong [in terms of war], life wasn’t easy”
[23W(St/2018)]. Because our sample was fairly young, participants’ accounts were often
tied to the daily challenges of studying, and accounts of the war “surrounding us from
everywhere” [30W(St/201X)] lead to heightened anxiety, with one young woman
reportedly keeping her “certificates in envelopes in case I have to flee” [32W(St/2018)].
Young men also recounted fears of being forcibly conscripted into the army as informing
their decision to flee and/or accept a scholarship abroad. Participants further spoke of
areas of their personal and family lives that were significant causes of distress, namely
losing pre-war socio-economic status, having added responsibilities within the family,
and feeling pressured to succeed. Finding the means and opportunity to leave Syria and
fight for a better future was frequently on survivors’ minds. As one young woman put it,
“I was very worried about my future - What should 1 do? Will | have a job? - It was very
hard to continue life [in Syria]. So, I started to think about how I could leave”
[26W(St/2018)]. Community-related stressors that challenged Syrians’ identity as a
unified community were particularly distressing. Participants shared reports of losing
trust in society and of the role of the war in unmasking underlying tensions that either
created or revealed a fragmented society. The way one participant [25W(St/2018)]
articulated her perception of a changed community was particularly powerful:

“Actually, the main reason [for leaving] was that | felt everyone around me was
changing because of the war. (...) And I felt that there was lying everywhere.
(...) I can say that the war really affects a lot of people. Of course it has
destroyed a lot of buildings but it also destroyed a million souls.”

The war eventually taught hard lessons as it challenged feelings of safety and
trust, with which participants still struggle as they try to adjust to life in Portugal: “the
war teaches you that you shouldn’t plan that far ahead. Just adapt and live for the
moment.” [19M(St/201X)].
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Post-Flight Daily Stressors

Life in Portugal included experiences commonly narrated by immigrants — (1)
“common post-migration stressors” —, such as social exclusion, pressure to succeed, and
low socioeconomic status, that were further aggravated by the forced nature of
participants’ experiences, including the (2) “war and refugee experience”, (3)
“resettlement conditions”, and (4) “temporary return to Syria”. Post-flight daily stressors
are described below and expounded in Table 5.

We identified four subthemes of “war and refugee experience” stressors: (a)
forced displacement; (b) ongoing war and violence in COO; (c) perception of family and
community suffering; and (d) community identity damaged by war. Despite finding safety
in Portugal, forced separation from loved ones led to sadness and longing (e.g., “And I
really dream, ‘what if I had been born here and didn’t have to separate from anyone I
love?” [25W(St/2018)]), as well as anxiety and frustration at the protracted nature of the
conflict and its ripple effects in the Syrian community. Several students shared being
keenly aware of the weight they carry for their families and community (e.g., “I’m here
because the war happened in my country. And this is a responsibility I don’t take lightly.”
[23M(St/2016)]), which to some proved overwhelming: “I have too many responsibilities:
my thesis, my Portuguese, finding a job... I have anxiety and I feel full of stuff.”
[23W(St/201X)]. Other participants expressed disbelief and anger at being forced to flee
and adjust their life goals: “My dream was for my young son to go to school, learn, and
maybe become a doctor. But in my country. In my house. Not like this.”
[29W(Res/201X)].

Unlike regular migrants, survivors of the refugee experience are seldom able to
make a decision about their country of destination, and once they arrive they are subject
to the conditions offered by the host country. Resettlement, relocation, asylum, and
scholarship programs all have rules and conditions that can be perceived as senseless and
sometimes ruthless, and constitute sources of significant distress. We identified three
subthemes of “resettlement conditions” stressors: (a) concerns about host conditions, with
housing being a prevailing source of distress among refugee protection participants (e.g.,
“Right now, all I can think about is the house. [Case Manager] says they are going to kick
us out. Like a threat. Well then, where should 1 go?” [33W(Rel/2017)]); (b) tense
relationships with service providers stemming from disagreements with host agencies and

others over unmet expectations; and (c) feeling at the whim of service providers. All of
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these leading to feelings of powerlessness, anxiety and frustration over lack of control of
their lives and future. As one relocated asylum-seeker put it: “They take you on for a year
and a half and they say, ‘that’s it, your future is your own’. And you personally don’t
know anything about the future.” [34W(Rel/2016)], while several students shared
accounts of their lives being tightly controlled by the program director: “any decision
should be approved by the director of my scholarship. But I'm also thinking about my
family in Syria, thinking about the future... I’'m in a race against time to do as much as
possible.” [32M(St/2018)]. Lastly, the fact that a majority of participants entered Portugal
on student visas meant that they were allowed to travel back to Syria — as many did — to
visit family, especially during the summer months. Aside from one participant who
reported feeling “more connected to [her] land” [28W(St/2015)] and a greater sense of
belonging, all those who shared experiences of temporary return recounted them as a
major source of distress. After living free and safe in a Portugal, participants appeared to
be ill-equipped to deal with once-common challenges of being in a country at war.
Subthemes of major stressors included being subjected to (a) war time PTEs and daily
stressors, with one participant reporting being imprisoned upon return; (b) perceiving
their society as changed, and (c) a shattered sense of belonging, as students felt out of
place and unable to fit back in. These visits appeared to be especially disruptive, with
participants reporting deep regret for having gone back. After being stopped at a
checkpoint, which triggered severe anxiety for the rest of his stay in Syria, one young
man [24M(St/201X)] declared: “I left [Syria] deciding: ‘Goodbye, forever’. I mean, that

1s not my country anymore”.
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Discussion

This study explored the extent to which pre- and post-migration stressors
contribute to psychological distress in a sample of war-exposed Syrians civilians recently
arrived in Portugal. Through a combination of standardized instruments and semi-
structured interviews, we collected accounts of trauma and distress in refugees arriving
through four different streams to obtain diverse pre- and post-migration experiences, as
well as address a gap in the existing, mostly quantitative, Syrian refugee trauma literature
(Arenliu et al., 2019). We found four clusters of PTEs and/or stressors that impact the
mental health of war-affected civilians — war trauma, war daily stressors, stressors
frequently encountered by migrant populations, and forced migration stressors —, which
help advance our understanding of the psychology-informed obstacles that impact
refugees’ own integration prospects.

Exposure to war trauma and trauma-related distress were measured using the
Harvard Trauma Questionnaire, which, as the most frequently used instrument to assess
trauma exposure and distress in refugee populations, helps us contribute to
methodological consistency and rigor in the literature (Bogic et al., 2015; Nakeyar &
Frewen, 2016). Despite the large student, non-refugee subsample, participants reported
overall exposure to concerning numbers of different life-threatening events, and still,
these numbers are likely to be an underestimate because the HTQ does not assess
frequency of each event. As expected, we found a dose-effect response between exposure
to trauma and PTSD severity (Chung et al., 2018), however, the homogeneity of our
sample did not allow us to adequately explore group differences by legal status,
employment or education which have been found to be associated with distress in
resettled refugees (Sonne et al., 2016). It is worth noting that, despite the number of
extreme trauma events endorsed by students, they generally exhibited lower levels of
psychological distress than refugee protection participants. Additionally, unlike their
refugee SOTSs counterparts, no student SOTs reported clinically-significant PTSD. These
findings may be related to the protective role offered by the routine, sense of purpose, and
social status associated with pursuing a higher education degree (Crea, 2006), as well as
to students’ tendency to minimize their traumas when compared to others’ who suffered
“the true meaning of the war”, which can be protective against PTSD (Hooberman et al.,

2010).
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A major contribution of this study is the insight it provides into wartime daily
stressors. Although the HTQ assesses exposure to cumulative trauma and stressors,
including lack of food, shelter or access to medical care, through semi-structured
interviews we were able to access the impact of these stressors on participants’ daily lives
and decision-making processes. Participants reported events that challenged their
previous assumptions about life, community, and expectations of security, caused
significant distress, and, in some cases, prompted their difficult decision to leave Syria.
These findings are consistent with previous studies’ suggestions that, like war trauma,
daily wartime stressors have the potential to be traumatic (Hynie, 2018; Miller &
Rasmussen, 2010) as they shatter previous cognitive structures that gave life meaning,
predictability and consistency, thereby causing significant distress (Park, 2010). In line
with previous studies with Syrian refugees (Renner et al., 2020), participants also
disclosed multiple losses at the cognitive (pre-war status and identity), social (trust in
others), and emotional levels (pride), as major sources of anxiety and depressive
symptoms. Crucially, in their current inability to envision future goals, participants often
cited distressing lessons from the war, with learned uncertainty and hopelessness
informing decision-making. These negative cognitive attributions suggest maladaptive
responses to war-related stressors, whose reappraisals may need to be addressed soon
after arrival to promote psychological adjustment and posttraumatic growth (Kira et al.,
2019).

Regarding life in resettlement, as we examined the multiplicity of pervasive
challenges faced by participants in Portugal, we found clusters of stressors beyond those
commonly experienced by (voluntary) migrant populations (Castafieda et al., 2015) that
relate to different aspects of the (forced) refugee experience (Hassan et al., 2016).
Grouping them separately rather than as part of a general cluster of post-migration
stressors advances our understanding of the determinants of refugee mental health in
resettlement and the impact of host countries’ policies and practices on refugees’ own
integration prospects. Take lack of adequate housing, for example. Although a common
experience among immigrant populations, it can be experienced very differently by
refugees whose housing is initially provided within the strict and sometimes infantilizing
rules of state-sponsored refugee assistance programs (Phillimore, 2020) that rob them of
control over their lives. In our sample, host condition stressors appeared to be especially

distressing for two reasons: an underlying sense of injustice and hurt pride for feeling
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deserving of better living conditions, and anger and sometimes despondency for feeling at
the whim of the case worker, the agency, and, ultimately, the Portuguese government and
its policies. If, on the one hand, refugees benefit from a host of services and material
conditions that are meant to help them start rebuilding their lives, on the other hand, being
tied to initial assistance programs that effectively put them on a path to “integrate into
poverty” (Mulvey, 2013) can be severely distressing and inhibit their ability to envision
Portugal as their new country.

Participants shared their disbelief at being forcibly displaced and witnessing
powerlessly from afar the continued destruction of their homeland. As members of a
family-oriented, collectivist culture (Arenliu et al., 2019; Chung et al, 2018) where group
belonging can be both a protective factor (Smeekes, et al., 2017) and a source of
significant distress, it was not surprising that the suffering of families and community
alike, both at home and around the world, wore heavily on participants’ minds. Not
surprisingly, we did not anticipate findings related to temporary returns to COO in a study
with refugee populations and, therefore, our ability to explore it as a determinant is
limited to a few spontaneous accounts of returns from students. Nonetheless, these reports
give us a rare glimpse into how internationally-displaced war-affected civilians perceive
themselves and their country, family, and community after living in safety and freedom
abroad, with participants in our sample reporting severe distress and loss over realizing
that they no longer fit into their homeland and needing to adjust their life goals yet again.
Future studies should investigate the extent to which war trauma and daily stressors
violate meaning structures, how pre-war beliefs and goals are reappraised throughout
migration journeys, and the role of community identity and culture in sustaining Syrians’
core beliefs, goals and sense of purpose.

Seventy-percent of this study’s participants were war-exposed civilians who
benefitted from secure pathways to safety, did not benefit from international protection
status, and overwhelmingly rejected being identified as “refugees”. Although a limitation
stemming from non-random sampling, our study provides valuable insight into the
experiences of a segment of war-exposed civilians whose trauma history and recovery are
largely understudied. Quantitative data were self-reported and assessed retrospectively,
which may lead to recall bias, and because we did not examine participants’ changed
perspectives over time, their accounts may be shaped by events at the time of the

interview rather than being an accurate description of their overall experience. Another
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limitation is the fact that we assessed PTSD as a measure of trauma-related distress but
did not include standardized measures of depression and anxiety, which are typically
associated with post-migration stressors (Miller & Rasmussen, 2017). Therefore, the
extent to which post-migration stressors contribute to psychological distress in this
sample remains unknown. The fact that Phase 2 interviews were not conducted in
participants’ native Arabic may have precluded participants from fully expressing more
complex cognitive processes, although participants’ overall high education, ability to
reflect on their own experiences, and language proficiency offered exceptionally rich
narratives. Despite not asking targeted questions about pre- and post-migration stressors,
we are confident that our findings faithfully represent the experiences of the participants
in our sample, as, with the exception of narratives of temporary return, we reached data
saturation. Future studies should assess how the loss of ability to return to homeland
impacts identity formation in resettlement and how shattered goals related to a future
return to COO impacts refugees’ meaning-making efforts. Although the findings pertain
exclusively to Syrian nationals and cannot be generalized to other groups, they give us
important insight into the challenges arriving refugee communities face as they settle into
their host countries.

In spite of these limitations, and considering the rising number of forcibly
displaced persons around the world, the findings from this study have the potential to
inform receiving countries’ policies and practices. Countries like Portugal, which are
often seen as places of safety and opportunity, but not necessarily as refugees’ final
destination, need to think beyond short-term goals of self-sufficiency and create
opportunities for agency and autonomy that are negated by refugees’ limited ability to
influence their living conditions and, as we witnessed, the overwhelming uncertainty as to
what lies ahead. Although we were unable to adequately explore differences in war
trauma exposure and distress between students and refugee protection participants, the
importance of offering civilians from war-torn countries pathways to safety that prevent
them from embarking on dangerous flight journeys cannot be overstated. Minimizing the
impact of pre- and post-migration stressors and promoting opportunities for positive
reappraisals of learned difficulties will enable refugees to better cope with ongoing
stressors, effectively giving them a chance to begin their integration process.
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Abstract

Refugees are survivors of extreme, cumulative potentially-traumatic events (PTES),
which can violate their goals, beliefs and sense of purpose (i.e. global meaning) and cause
significant psychological distress. Despite being disproportionately affected by PTEs,
there are few psychological instruments available in refugees’ native languages, and
which consider their cultural and traumatic diversity. Our aim is to describe the process of
cross-cultural adaption of the Global Meaning Violation Scale (GMVS) for use with
Arabic-speaking refugees in resettlement. Methods: Following the ITC Guidelines for
Translating and Adapting Tests, we engaged the assistance of psychometry, language,
cultural and content experts to translate and adapt the GMVS to Arabic. Results: Experts
based in Portugal, Jordan, US and Germany participated in the translation and adaptation
process. The scale was considered straightforward and overall cohesive and, by
addressing feelings rather than mental health issues, culturally-appropriate. Potential
problems related to the complexity of the construct, cultural appropriateness of the
“Intimacy (emotional closeness)” item, and use of a Likert Scale. Discussion: The overall
process of translating and adapting the GMVS to Arabic was lengthy and resource-
intensive. Researchers should carefully consider availability of resources when planning
research with culturally diverse populations.

Keywords: refugee trauma; meaning-making; cross-cultural adaptation; scale validation;

psychological instruments.
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Introduction

The refugee experience is characterized by forced migration journeys, during
which survivors are exposed to extreme, cumulative Potentially-Traumatic Events
(PTEs), including war and torture (Steel et al., 2009). These PTEs can be frightening,
painful and senseless, and may challenge refugees’ deeply-held beliefs about themselves,
the world and their place in the world, their life goals and their sense of purpose (i.e. their
global meaning, Park, 2010). The perceived discrepancy between the meanings survivors
of the refugee experience ascribe to their experiences and their global meaning systems
can cause intense distress, which is evidenced by the prevalence of high rates of
psychopathology in refugee populations, even in postdisplacement (Heeren et al., 2014).

In the wake of the 2015 surge of refugees in the Southern shores of Europe,
countries across Europe, including Portugal, saw a significant increase in arrivals of
Syrian, Iragi and Eritrean nationals and other refugee communities (EC, 2015). Besides
fleeing war and generalized violence in their countries of origin, these refugees endured
long periods of instability in countries of first asylum, and further risked their lives
crossing the Mediterranean (Satinsky et al., 2019). Thus, there was an urgency to offer
evidence-based, trauma-informed, culturally-competent interventions that promote
psychological health as a pre-condition to successful, long-term integration of the
refugees.

Central to the process of recovering from trauma is the ability to make meaning of
past experiences through cognitive restructuring efforts; these can either change
individuals’ perceptions of the event to make it congruent with their existing system of
beliefs (Park, 2016), or change their set of assumptions about the world to account for the
traumatic event. Restoring congruence between experience and meaning systems thereby
leads to positive psychological adjustment (Davis et al., 2007).

To better understand trauma survivors’ meaning-making processes, Park and
colleagues (2016) developed the Global Meaning Violation Scale (GMVS) to assess
violations of beliefs and goals. The 13-item scale is succinct, comprising a belief (5
items) and a goal (8 items) subscale. The GMVS was tested in a subset of the US
population (college students) and it was considered psychometrically-valid and reliable,
indicating promising results to further advance research on meaning-making.

Considering meaning-making a condition to achieve psychological adjustment and

the scarcity of psychological instruments available in refugees’ native languages, we
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translated and culturally adapted the GMVS for use with Arabic-speaking refugees in
resettlement.
Method

The International Test Commission (ITC, 2018) establishes 18 guidelines for
cross-cultural adaptation of psychological instruments organized in six phases: pre-
condition, test development, confirmation, administration, scale scores and interpretation,
and documentation. In this article, we describe the first 2 phases; the latter 4 will be
addressed in a scale validation article at a later time.

Although the formal Arabic language is the official language in all Arab countries,
the GMVS was primarily intended for use with Syrian and Iraqgi nationals recently arrived
in Portugal; thus, we prioritized the assembly of a committee of experts who could
account for specific differences in spoken language, communication methods and idioms
of distress (Amro et al., 2019) of these communities. Assembling such a committee was
particularly hard to achieve in a country like Portugal, which has very small Syrian and
Iragi communities. Besides providing a small pool of potential language and cultural
experts, most refugees are recently-arrived and may still be in significant distress as they
try to settle and navigate new systems. They may be suspicious of researchers and may
not have sufficient English language knowledge to assist with research tasks. It is worth
mentioning that having the research materials available in English rather than Portuguese
represented a huge benefit, as it would have been exponentially harder to identify
expertise with sufficient Portuguese language fluency.

The expert committee was composed of: two Portuguese-based Syrian translators,
one with formal Arabic-English-Arabic translation and interpretation training, currently
working as a cultural mediator, and one graduate student with a degree in English
literature; one Jordanian psychologist and researcher working on meaning-making issues
with refugees in Amman; one Syrian-American mental health researcher working with
Syrian communities in Germany and Lebanon; one US-based refugee trauma expert; the
first author herself, who has extensive field experience working with survivors of torture
and refugee trauma; and one PhD-level psychometrist.

Results

Following the ITC guidelines, we began by (1) obtaining permission from the
GMVS’ authors to translate, adapt and test it in Arabic-Speaking populations with
refugee-like experiences. Considering the differences between both cultures and the



106

anticipated severity and cumulative nature of PTEs, the possibility of the GMVS being a
useful tool to a particularly traumatized population was regarded with great excitement by
the authors.

The second step (2) pertained to assessing and ensuring that the construct was
culturally-appropriate and similarly understood in both languages and cultural groups. As
such, we recruited language, cultural and content experts based in Portugal, Jordan,
Germany and the US, to whom the construct “global meaning” was separately explained.
Each expert was subsequently shown the scale. Despite the complexity of the construct
and the level of abstraction required by questions in the scale, there were no concerns
about culturally-informed disparities between the construct in its original and in the target
language and culture.

The third step (3) entailed minimizing the cultural and linguistic differences,
namely participants’ potential motivations, their understanding of instructions, and
experience with psychological tests or familiarity with rating scales. As a whole, the
experts raised four main concerns. The first concern a) pertained to the cultural bias
associated with using Likert-type scales (Lee et al., 2002), namely the potential for
extreme response bias in Arab populations (Baron-Epel et al., 2010), as something to be
mindful of when analyzing the data. Secondly b) one content expert raised the possibility
of including descriptors for all 5 Likert points, rather than just the points of anchorage (1
—not at all and 5 — very much), as the original format may not be sufficiently clear for the
target population. Hence, a decision was made to test the scale in Focus Group sessions
and reserve time for open-ended questions to monitor participants’ reactions. The third
concern c) pertained to expected insufficient literacy and lower formal education in
arriving refugee communities as well as possible lower level of cognitive ability than the
complexity required by the construct and the scale format (Baron-Epel et al., 2010). It
was thus determined appropriate for the scale to be administered by a clinician or
researcher trained to clarify concepts, items and functioning of the scale, rather than it
being exclusively self-administered. The final concern d) included attempting to
minimize the impact of other motivations for participation. This was achieved through
clarification, both in information sessions for prospective participants and in the study
instructions at the beginning of the interviews, that participation in the study and the
content of participants’ answers would not impact their legal status, prospects for family

reunification, access to services or any other aspects of their lives in resettlement.
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After meeting the pre-conditions in phase 1, we initiated the test development
phase. Step four (4) requires ensuring that the translation and adaptation consider
linguistic, psychological and cultural differences through experts with relevant expertise.
Prior to addressing culture or language-specific issues (step five), we first attempted to
address the diversity and severity of traumas that characterize the refugee experience. As
such, with permission from the authors and in consultation with the refugee trauma
experts, in the GMVS introductory question, we changed the reference to a single stressor

from — When you think how you felt before and after your most stressful experience — to —

When you think how you felt before and after the events that led you leave your country.

This was done not only to account for the cumulative nature of trauma, but also to avoid
the potential for undue distress by asking participants to “choose” the most stressful
event; further, the reference to country was preferred over the more specific country of
origin or home country as refugees often live in protracted situations (UNHRC, 2018),
and may have different points of reference for their forced displacement and traumatic
experiences.

The fifth (5) guideline requires appropriate translation designs and procedures to
maximize suitability of test adaptation. We combined two translation procedures of
forward/backward translation, and double translation and reconciliation with a third
independent translator. This method was selected to not only account for the research
team’s lack of command of the target language, but also to minimize forward/backward
translation bias (Gudmudsson, 2009), which could hinder functional equivalence. One
Syrian translator and the Jordanian psychologist-researcher, both Arabic-natives,
translated the scale to Arabic. All items were considered easy to translate and the scale
clear and understandable. A third translator independently reviewed both Arabic versions,
finding very few discrepancies; these discrepancies mostly pertained to the translation of
the construct “global meaning” and minor lay terminology in the items. We reconciled
both versions by opting for the Jordanian content expert’s suggested translation of the
“global meaning”, as al-maa ’na for meaning, similar to “sense of meaning” used in the
Arabic language literature, and mafhoum for global, which elicits general ideas or
collection of characteristics about meaning. The discrepancies in lay terminology were
reconciled per the Syrian experts’ suggestions, since the scale was meant to be tested in
Syrian and Iraqi populations, rather than Jordanian. Of note, the independent translator

raised concerns about the appropriateness of item 13 “Intimacy (emotional closeness)”,
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which she immediately associated with issues of sexuality that may make participants
uncomfortable. We subsequently sent the translated scale to the Berlin-based Syrian-
American expert for review, confirmation of functional equivalence, and back translation.
This subject-matter expert is a native speaker of both languages, and has extensive
experience administrating mental health questionnaires to Arab communities. Her
findings were as follows: the scale was overall cohesive, contained no absurd items, the
questions were straightforward, and the wording was culturally-sensitive by addressing
feelings rather than matters of mental health, which she felt could be problematic. She
found the scale to be appropriate for use with the target population.

After completing all these steps, the Arabic version of the GMVS was deemed
ready to be pilot-tested in Focus Group interviews. Data collected from initial testing will
then be incorporated for subsequent confirmation in individual interviews with Arabic-

speaking refugees.
Discussion

The overall process of translating and adapting the GMVS for testing in Focus
Group interviews with Arabic-speaking refugees was extremely lengthy and at times
frustrating. We initiated the process in November 2017 (step 1). After obtaining
permission from the authors, we promptly began trying to identify and assemble a
committee of experts, and to locate funding sources to pay for translation and
interpretation costs. Faced with a lack of in-country language, cultural and content
expertise, we made use of our international networks to help locate and connect with
colleagues around the world working on similar issues. Following introductions, we
cultivated new relationships, adjusted agendas to meet and discuss, and developed new
collaborative partnerships. Despite it being unparalleled in how it enriches our work and
networks, the process of assembling the expert committee took four months. In March
2018, we were finally ready to initiate step 2. After completing the ITC guidelines as
described above, the GMVS, as part of a larger study protocol, was sent to ISPA’s Ethics
Committee for approval in June 2018. The protocol was approved in September 2018 and
the GMVS was ready to be piloted in October 2018, 10 months after initiating the process
of cross-cultural adaptation.

It is possible that at times we were overly cautious in some of the steps we took to
ensure adequate translation, thus unnecessarily extending our timeline. An example of

this is having opted for combining two translation methods, where back translation may
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not have been necessary. However, we determined that the limitations in target language
fluency within the research team warranted that additional step (Epstein et al., 2015), and
that the risks of inadequate translation and adaptation of an instrument (Fasfous et al.,
2017) that is meant to be used with and to help such deeply traumatized populations was
not worth skipping that step.

The main contributions of this study are two-fold: on the one hand, by detailing
the methodological steps and rigor we took in adapting the GMVS, we address concerns
in the literature about the lack of detailed reporting of the cross-cultural adaptation
process and the significant number of poorly adapted tests being used with Arab
populations (Uysal-Bozkir et al., 2013). On the other hand, it is crucial that researchers
working with hard-to-reach populations that are culturally and linguistically different
carefully consider the availability of resources when planning their study designs. Work
plans should be sufficiently flexible to accommodate time, funding and other resource
demands. Because researchers and experts cannot anticipate all problems encountered by
participants, it is essential to conduct small try-outs with the target population, namely
through focus groups, prior to test administration. Without appropriate cross-cultural
adaptation and subsequent validation of a scale’s psychometric properties, the validity of

research results may lead to false conclusions.
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Abstract

Refugees are disproportionately affected by extreme traumatic events that can violate
core beliefs and life goals (i.e., global meaning) and cause significant distress. This
mixed-methods study used an exploratory sequential design to assess meaning violations
in a sample of Syrian refugees living in Portugal. For this purpose, we cross-culturally
adapted the Global Meaning Violations Scale (GMVS) for use with Arabic-speaking
refugees. In total, 43 war-affected Syrian adults participated in the two-phase study.
Participants completed measures of trauma and narrated violations as they filled out the
newly adapted GMVS-ArabV. GMVS-ArabV validity evidence based on response
processes was investigated through Phase 1 focus groups (FGs; n = 2), whereas data from
Phase 2 cognitive interviews (n = 38) were used to preliminarily explore the measure’s
internal structure through descriptive statistics as well as culture- and trauma-informed
content evidence through thematic analysis. The results suggested highest goal (M = 3.51,
SD = 1.46) and lowest belief (M = 2.38, SD = 1.59) violations of educational goals and
religious beliefs, respectively. Themes related to stressors, item formulation, response
scale, and the global meaning construct suggested that (a) beliefs and goals can be
differentially violated by different stressors; (b) much like war trauma, including torture,
daily stressors can additionally shatter pretrauma global meaning; and (c) refugees
reappraise meaning and suffer violations anew throughout their migration journeys. The
GMVS-ArabV offers a promising tool for exploring shattered cognitions in refugees and
informs evidence-based approaches to trauma recovery and psychological adjustment in
postmigration settings.

Keywords: Syrian refugees; war trauma; meaning-making; posttraumatic growth; higher

education program for refugees; trauma treatment; scale validation.
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Introduction

As survivors of forced migration processes, refugees are disproportionately
affected by cumulative potentially traumatic events (PTES) that occur before, during, and
following their flight to safety (Porter & Haslam, 2005). Near-death experiences, armed
conflict, torture, and repeat losses can violate refugees’ assumptions about themselves,
the world, and their place in the world (ter Heide, 2017) and cause significant and
persistent distress (Bogic et al., 2015). Yet, despite the extreme and cumulative nature of
trauma in this population, studies have shown that, much like Western survivors of
single-incident PTEs, refugees are also able to make meaning of their past and perceive
posttraumatic growth (Chan et al., 2016). However, the mechanisms through which these
survivors rebuild shattered cognitive structures are largely understudied, which is
problematic given the centrality of meaning-making for posttraumatic recovery (Lim et
al., 2015; Park et al., 2016).

When faced with events that are perceived as random, senseless, and terrifying,
individuals often respond by trying to assign meaning to those experiences, thereby
restoring a sense that the world is safe and just and their lives are purposeful (Brown,
2008; Park et al., 2016). Park’s (2010) integrated meaning-making model outlines the
process of trauma recovery based on the assumption that perceived discrepancies between
the appraised meaning of a PTE (i.e., situational meaning) and one’s core beliefs and life
goals (i.e., global meaning) cause significant distress and require meaning-making efforts
to reduce such discrepancies. Psychological adjustment can, thus, be achieved either by
altering the situational appraisal or restoring shattered beliefs and goals.

The empirical work on meaning and meaning-making has long lagged behind the
richness of theoretical models, namely due to the challenges of operationalizing such
complex and inherently personal and subjective experiences (Park et al., 2017). Although
several instruments indirectly address aspects of meaning violations, there is a dearth of
psychometrically sound measures for specifically assessing the degree to which
survivors’ core cognitive structures were either shattered or able to integrate extreme
stressors. To understand the impact of trauma exposure on specific cognitions and
advance the evidence base on the role shattered beliefs and goals play in posttraumatic
distress and psychological adjustment, Park and colleagues (2016) developed the Global
Meaning Violations Scale (GMVS). This 13-item scale asks respondents to reflect on
how they felt prior to and after an index stressful experience and subsequently report how
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much that event may have violated their core beliefs and ability to achieve their life goals.
Although the GMVS was validated in a sample of American undergraduate students who
overwhelmingly reported nonextreme, mostly academic-related stressors, the measure’s
authors suggest that it could offer a brief, easy-to-use, easily adaptable, and conceptually
sound instrument to advance posttraumatic psychological adjustment research and
practice.

War and generalized conflict constitute some of the most severe assaults on
meaning and one’s sense of continuity and predictability, which can lead survivors to
fundamentally revise their previous worldviews (Silove, 2013). Since 2011, the war in
Syria has caused the displacement of 13,500,000 civilians both within and outside its
borders (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2021). The associated
dynamics of conflict and protracted displacement have negatively and severely impacted
the mental health of Syrian refugees, with studies indicating a prevalence of posttraumatic
stress disorder as high as 43% in this population along with a high prevalence of both
depression and anxiety (Ben Farhat et al., 2018; Cheung Chung et al., 2018). Studies with
Syrian and other refugee populations have shown that the perceived shattering of
pretrauma worldviews is a precursor to cognitive processing aimed at reappraising
shattered cognitions (Chan et al., 2016; Kira et al., 2019; Zbidat et al., 2020) and is
expected to occur at different points throughout displacement journeys (Matos et al.,
2018). However, little is known about cognitive-specific violations in refugees and how
these perceived violations impact posttraumatic psychological adjustment.

Researchers and clinicians working with forcibly displaced persons have long
struggled to access reliable, valid, and culturally appropriate psychological instruments
that accurately reflect the scope of refugees’ experiences and symptom manifestation
(Bogic et al., 2015). Issues of language, diversity of trauma, and cultural and linguist
backgrounds, combined with the urgency to provide care and collect data that supports
programmatic funding and interventions, often make it impractical for practitioners to use
instruments that have been adapted for a specific refugee population (Makhoul et al.,
2018). Further, like many other psychological constructs, the meaning-making theoretical
framework is informed by Western cultural experiences and construed as an essentially
individual process undergone by survivors of single-incident, individual-level PTEs; thus,
its applicability to non-Western survivors of multiple, often concurrent, community-

affecting PTEs needs to be tested. This is especially important when incorporating



118

standardized self-report instruments into studies with populations for whom these
instruments were not originally designed. Calls for methodological consistency and rigor,
as well as for the incorporation of qualitative methodology in the cross-cultural adaptation
of psychological instruments (De Silva et al., 2020), are rooted in concerns over
measurement errors, wrong diagnoses, stigmatization, and pathologizing symptoms and
behaviors that may otherwise be normative and culturally appropriate (Arnetz et al., 2013;
Fasfous et al., 2017).

Given these concerns and the centrality of meaning violations for psychological
adjustment, our primary objective was to conduct a mixed-methods, cross-sectional study
with an exploratory sequential design (Fetters et al., 2013) to assess meaning
discrepancies in war-affected Syrians. To that end, our secondary objective was to cross-
culturally adapt the GMVS for use with Arabic-speaking refugees. Quantitatively, we
aimed to assess the validity evidence of the newly adapted GMVS-ArabV and measure
violations of core beliefs and goals. Qualitatively, our objective was to explore culture-,
language- and trauma-informed violations. Finally, we aimed to use this mixed-methods
approach to capture participants’ understanding of the GMVS-ArabV items and rating
scale as well as their cognitive processing as they accessed perceived violations.

Method
Participants

The present study included two independent samples of war-affected Syrian adults
(i.e., 18 years of age or older) living in urban communities across Portugal. Participants
were required to be (a) an Arabic speaker and (b) living in Portugal for a minimum of 6
months; in Phase 2, participants were additionally required to be (c) able to hold a
conversation in English or Portuguese. A total of 45 individuals agreed to participate in
the two-phase study. Four women and one man participated in two separate Phase 1 focus
groups (FGs) in Lisbon; each FG included two or three participants. The mean participant
age was 37.4 years (SD = 12.2, range: 29-59 years), and participants had been resettled in
Portugal from Egypt (n = 2) or relocated from Greece (n = 3) after a mean of 27.8 months
(SD = 18.8) in transit. All participants had traveled with their children and identified as
Sunni Muslims, and they reported their highest level of educational attainment as primary
school (n = 1), middle school (n = 1), secondary school (n = 2), or an associate degree (n

=1). In Phase 2, a total of 21 men and 19 women participated in 40 cognitive interviews
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conducted across the country. Two men became distressed during their interviews and
dropped out of the study. Thus, the final Phase 2 sample consisted of 38 individuals
between the ages of 19 and 37 years (M = 26.9 years, SD = 4.8), 30 of whom (78.9%)
were beneficiaries of higher education programs for refugees (i.e., student-refugees), such
as the Global Platform for Syrian Students; the remaining eight individuals (21.0%) were
relocated refugees (n = 5) and spontaneous asylum-seekers (n = 3). The highest level of
formal educational attainment was reported as a doctoral degree (n = 2), master’s degree
(n = 10), bachelor’s degree (n = 18), associate’s degree (n = 2), and high school diploma
(n = 6). Fourteen participants (36.8%) had arrived in Portugal 11-13 months before the
interview, and their overall length of stay in the country was approximately 3 years (M =
40.2 months, SD = 27.3). Family-inherited religious identity was largely Muslim (n = 32),
including Sunni (n = 16), Alawite (n = 7), Ismaili (n = 2), and nonspecific (n = 7); four
participants were Christian, and two were Druze. Four individuals identified as atheists,
and one was a self-reported agnostic.

Procedure

This study was part of a larger research project examining posttraumatic meaning-
making trajectories in Syrian refugees living in postmigration settings. To address our
primary research objectives, we used a combination of qualitative and quantitative
methods, which has been deemed appropriate to capture the diversity of mental health
issues in refugees (Weine et al., 2014), to access complex cognitive processing without
imposing Western norms (Bartholomew & Brown, 2012). The study had two phases of
data collection. In Phase 1, FGs were held in October and December 2018 to test
meaning constructs, examine the validity evidence of the GMVS-ArabV based on
response processes, and capture a range of participant experiences. In Phase 2, cognitive
interviews were held across the country between January and May 2019 to preliminarily
assess evidence based on internal structure and content, and explore detailed individual
accounts of global meaning violations.

A nonprobabilistic convenience sample was recruited among Syrian refugee and
war-affected communities in Portugal. Outreach was done through interpreter-facilitated
information sessions in resettlement organizations in Lisbon (Phase 1) and the
distribution of Arabic-language study materials through social networks (Phases 1 and 2).
Phase 1 recruitment yielded only two small, self-organized FGs, as prospective
participants alluded to suspicion of the group setting, citing concerns, such as the
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presence of an interpreter, who would likely be from the same community, and
community research fatigue as reasons for not enrolling. Participants were informed of
the study purpose and the voluntary nature of their partaking, signed consent forms, and
were guaranteed anonymity and confidentiality of their information. Due to the sensitive
and potentially retraumatizing content of the material discussed, participants were briefed
on normal reactions to the retelling of their stories (ter Heide et al., 2016) and, if needed,
offered the possibility of referral for pro bono psychosocial support. The lead researcher,
who is Portuguese-American and has extensive experience in screening for trauma and
torture in refugees, conducted all Phase 1 FGs and Phase 2 cognitive interviews, and the
study was approved by ISPA - Instituto Universitario Ethics Committee (Ref.
D/004/09/2018).

FGs were conducted in the offices of community organizations in Lisbon and
assisted by Arabic language interpreters, who were briefed on content, role, and
expectations. Participants were given paper versions of the questionnaires to fill out
individually. This was followed by a group discussion to investigate culturally informed
differences in the constructs of “global meaning” and “meaning violation” as well as
participants’ reactions to the questionnaire, namely how they felt while completing it, the
appropriateness of the language used, item formulation, scale administration, and item
ratings. The group discussions, which each lasted 90-min, were audio-recorded.

In Phase 2, 38 individual interviews were held in the districts of Braga and Oporto
(n = 14) in the north; Evora (n = 1) in the south; and Aveiro, Coimbra, and Lisbon (n =
17) in central Portugal. Participants and researchers met in quiet spaces (e.g., university
offices), and interviews lasted an average of 90 min each. Due to concerns related to
confidentiality and anonymity expressed during Phase 1 recruitment, cognitive interviews
were conducted without the presence of an interpreter, in English or Portuguese, per
participant preference. Participants were given the opportunity to narrate belief and goal
violations (i.e., qualitative assessment) during this phase. All study materials were
available in Arabic as well as English and Portuguese to ensure language consistency, and
questionnaires were administered as structured interviews. The administration and

subsequent discussion of all GMVS-ArabV interviews were audio-recorded.



121

Measures
Sociodemographic Characteristics

All participants completed a questionnaire in Arabic constructed for the purposes
of the study to collect sociodemographic information, including gender, formal education,

employment or legal status, and sections on flight journey and life in resettlement.
Trauma Exposure

The Harvard Trauma Questionnaire (HTQ; Shoeb et al., 2007) is the most
consistently used assessment of refugee trauma and has been validated for use across
different refugee populations (Sigvardsdotter et al., 2016). We used Parts 1 and 5 to
determine exposure to trauma events (45 items) and torture history (34 items),
respectively, through “yes” or “no” responses. Examples of trauma events include
“witnessing mass execution of civilians” (Item 14) or “being forced to inform on
someone placing them at risk of injury or death” (Item 27), and torture was defined as,
“while in captivity, you received deliberate physical or systematic infliction of physical
and/or mental suffering.” The HTQ provided a baseline for participants to reflect on

sources of meaning violation.
Meaning Violations

The original GMVS (Park et al., 2016) assesses violations related to respondents’
“most stressful experience” across three dimensional subscales: Belief Violation (e.g.,
“violation of your sense that God is in control”), Intrinsic Goal Violation (e.g.,
“interference with your ability to accomplish self-acceptance™), and Extrinsic Goal
Violation (e.g., “interference with your ability to accomplish educational achievement”).
Items are rated on a 5-point ordinal scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much).
Through confirmatory factor analysis, Park and colleagues (2016) found the scale to have
an acceptable fit and Cronbach’s alpha values were determined acceptable for each
subscale: Belief Violation, Cronbach’s o = .72; Intrinsic Goal Violation, Cronbach’s o =
.66; Extrinsic Goal Violation, Cronbach’s a = .61.

To cross-culturally adapt the GMVS for use with Arabic-speaking refugees, we
conducted a rigorous scale translation and adaptation process following International Test
Commission (ITC) guidelines (2018). A multidisciplinary committee of seven experts
proficient in Arabic, Arab and Syrian cultures, the content and construct under study, and

psychometric properties assessed construct equivalence in the target population, and we
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used a combination of translation designs to maximize the suitability of the adapted
instrument for the target population. Overall, the committee found that (a) the Arabic
version of the GMVS (i.e., GMVS-ArabV) was appropriate for use with the population,
contained simple language addressing feelings rather than potentially stigmatizing mental
health issues, and did not include any “absurd” or meaningless items; (b) the introductory
question should be modified to encompass the complexity of refugee trauma by setting
the stem of items to refer to “the events that led you to leave your country” versus the
original wording, “your most stressful experience”; and (c) there was a need to monitor
for potential response bias associated with using an ordinal scale with Arab populations.
Detailed committee findings are described elsewhere (Matos et al., 2020). Following
initial adaptation, the GMVS-ArabV (see Supplementary Materials) was deemed ready to

be tested for content and internal structure.
Data analysis
Quantitative Data

We used descriptive statistics to summarize data on the demographic and trauma
exposure characteristics of the full sample. Analyses of the statistical and psychometric
properties of the GMVS-ArabV were performed using Phase 2 (n = 38) data. Descriptive
statistics were calculated for individual items and subscales. Because the sample was
small and did not meet the requirements to test factor structure, Pearson’s correlation
coefficients (r) were calculated between items as well as between the original GMVS
dimensions. Item sensitivity was explored through skewness and kurtosis, with absolute
skewness values greater than 3 and absolute kurtosis values greater than 7 indicating a
severe violation of the assumption of normality (Mar6co, 2021). No missing data were
imputed. Quantitative data analysis was conducted using R (R Core Team, 2021), and an
alpha level of .05 was considered statistically significant. The descriptive statistics were

obtained using the skimr package (McNamara et al., 2021).
Qualitative Data

Phase 1 and Phase 2 audio recordings were transcribed, and participants’ names
were removed and coded. The data were managed and analyzed in two stages using
MAXQDA software (VERBI Software, 2019). At the end of Phase 1, FG transcripts were
reviewed for comments on instrument clarity and/or appropriateness and used to

preliminarily assess face validity and inform minor adjustments to the GMVS-ArabV
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prior to subsequent testing in Phase 2 (ITC, 2018). At the end of Phase 2, FG and
cognitive interview transcripts were combined and analyzed as one dataset using a
bottom-up approach to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis focused
on issues of language, item formats, the rating scale, and the appropriateness of the
instrument to the cultural and traumatic experiences of participants. The first author
conducted a first in-depth reading of all transcripts and created the initial coding, which
was then reviewed and discussed with the third author. The first and third authors, who
are trained in thematic analysis, subsequently coded the transcripts using the thematic
map, and themes and codes were iteratively discussed until a final map was reached. The
findings from this thematic analysis subsequently informed GMVS-ArabV item responses

and were merged narratively.

Results
Quantitative Results
PTE Exposure

The 43 participants comprising the full sample endorsed a total of 552 potentially
meaning-defying events (M = 12.6, SD = 7.3), as assessed using HTQ Part 1. The most
common events included witnessing the “shelling, burning, or razing of residential areas
or fields” and being “confined to home because of chaos and violence outside” (n = 35,
81.4%); the “murder or violent death of a friend” (n = 30, 69.8%); and “serious physical
injury of family member or friend from combat situation or landmine” (n = 28, 65.1%).
Six men also disclosed being tortured and reported an additional 76 torture events (M =
12.7, SD =8.4) in HTQ Part 5, including forced positions (n = 6), blunt-force trauma (n =
4), electrocutions (n = 2), and sexual abuse or rape (n = 5).

GMVS-ArabV Validity Evidence Based on Internal Structure

The full range of the 5-point ordinal scale was used for all 13 items, and all items
presented absolute skewness values smaller than 1 and absolute kurtosis values smaller or
equal to 1.5, thereby indicating no severe univariate normality violations. There were
statistically significant correlations between the original scale’s proposed goal dimensions
(i.e., violations of intrinsic and extrinsic goals), r = .443, p < .001, but no correlations
emerged between belief violations and intrinsic goal violations, r = .276, p = .094, or
extrinsic goal violations, r = .281, p = .087. Mean item scores ranged from 2.13 (SD =
1.40) for Item 8 (i.e., physical health) to 3.51 (SD = 1.48) for Item 10 (i.e., educational
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achievement). Pearson’s interitem correlations and item distributional properties are
reported in detail in Tables 6 and 7.

Table 6 Interitem Pearson correlations for the Global Meaning Violations Scale—ArabV
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 [ 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
1. Fair and just world - 30 138 =03 02 =11 =04 =17 24 il =07 =.03 19
2. Other forces in - 29 22 3 13 14 =11 =06 35% 06 =02 10
control

3. God in control - .16 .04 14 34% =10 .06 37 21 .02 .02
4. Self in control - 33 28 39% 17 31 05 32 06 12
5. World good & safe - 23 17 =01 .14 14 17 =01 .08
6. Social support - BT** 19 39% 23 Al 15 20
7. Self-acceptance - 34% 34 27 4% 24 19
8. Physical health - 28 .04 13 03 =20
9. Inner peace - Al .16 10 A1
10. Education - AQ % 30 28
11. Career - 30 06
12. Creativity - 32+

13. Intimacy -
Note: n = 38.
*p<.03.7p< 01,
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Quialitative Results
GMVS-ArabV Validity Evidence Based on Response Processes

The concept of holding beliefs and goals that give people a sense of purpose (i.e.,
global meaning) and the ability of war-related PTEs to disrupt those beliefs (i.e., meaning
violation) fit FG participants’ understanding of the world and their lives. Regarding the
GMVS-ArabV, participants found (a) the language simple and easy to understand; (b) the
introductory question, aggregating PTEs instead of requiring respondents to elect their
most distressing event, to be attuned to the complexity of their experiences; and (c) the
need to characterize points 2—4 of the 5-point ordinal scale, rather than just points 1 and 5,
per the English language original. The latter subsequently led to the characterization of
points 2—4 as “slightly [>4E]”, “moderately [2s]”, and “a lot [\ <], respectively. With
respect to GMVS-ArabV administration, all but one FG participant requested assistance
from the interpreter or moderator for either item clarification (e.g., wanting to know who
“other forces” were or which type of “social support and community” was being invoked)
and/or showed a need to reflect aloud on their own processes while completing the scale.
This evidenced that, although the language and item formulation were straightforward,
the level of abstraction invoked proved complex for participants to engage with on their
own. Thus the study’s research committee decided to move forward with the adapted
scale in Phase 2 and determined the need to have it be researcher- rather than self-
administered. GMVS administration included guidelines to validate participants’ own
interpretation of certain aspects of meaning as well as to help ground those struggling
with the level of abstraction invoked. The latter was often achieved by steering the
participant back to baseline (e.g., “Did you feel that the world was fair before the war?
Do you feel it is fair now? Did it change? How much did it change?”) or by asking them
to think back on their own experience to avoid sharing general impressions. Table 8

includes a summary of the GMVS-ArabV cross-cultural adaptation and testing process.
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Table 8

Global Meaning Violations Scale (GMVS)-ArabV cross-cultural adaptation following
International Test Commission 2018 guidelines

Procedure Results

Adaptation

Secure GMVS authors’ permission  Authorization granted in November 2017
Identify and assemble a committee  Seven-member committee based in Portugal, Jordan,

of experts Germany, and United States

Assess meaning construct in the Existing construct in the Arabic language literature:
target population al-maa 'na (meaning)

Minimize cultural and linguistic Study protocol stresses that participation in the
differences irrelevant for study or content of responses has no impact on legal
questionnaire application status, housing, or other living conditions

Consider linguistic, psychological, Refugee trauma-informed reference to “events that
and cultural differences led you to leave your country” as baseline stressor
Ensure appropriate translation Combination of forward/backward and double
designs and procedures translation/reconciliation

Validity evidence based on response processes—Focus Groups?

Evidence of test instructions and Qualitative findings: Language and item formulation
item content with similar meaning  straightforward and appropriate

Validity evidence based on internal structure—Cogpnitive interviews (n = 38)

Evidence supporting norms and Acceptable distribution of all items

validity of the adapted version Strongest interitem correlations between Items 6 and
7; Items 6 and 11; Items 11 and 7; and Items 11 and
10

Statistically significant interdimensional correlations
between violations of intrinsic and extrinsic goals

Unable to test factor structure due to sample size
Reliability Not assessed due to sample size

Appropriate design and data Unable to equate scores across the two language
analysis procedures when linking  versions due to sample size
score scales

Validity evidence based on test content — Total sample (n = 43)

Suitability of item formats, rating  Qualitative findings: different stressors violate

scales, modes of administration, different aspects of meaning, items needing

and other procedures additional clarification and/or were “absurd”,
ordinal scale used as measure of strength rather than
violation, direction of change, hierarchy of needs
and meaning systems, difficult questions, still-
evolving beliefs and goals

4Two FGs, one of which had two participants and one of which had three participants.
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Validity Evidence Based on Content and Suitability for the Target Population

The baseline for meaning violations was set by the GMVS-ArabV introductory
question. As participants reflected aloud on their item responses, we identified eight
themes pertaining to: potentially meaning-defying stressors (Theme 1: Different stressors
violate different meaning cognitions); scale items (Theme 2: “Requests for item
clarification” and Theme 3: “Absurd item”); response scale (Theme 4: “Measure of
strength instead of violation” and Theme 5: “Unclear direction of change”); and the
operationalization of the global meaning violation construct (Theme 6: “Hierarchy of
needs and meaning systems,” Theme 7: “Difficult questions,” and Theme 8§: “Evolving
beliefs and goals™). Themes are described in detail below.

Potentially Meaning-Defying Stressors. “I feel that what happened in Syria
changed the image of the world to me.” This statement by a 32-year-old female
participant testified to the usefulness of anchoring a pre- and posttrauma framework on
the war as the point of discontinuity in Syrians’ lives. In addition to altering worldviews,
the war also violated overall goals, articulated as “dreams” by a 36-year-old participant
who explained that he had had dreams to “build [his] own house, get married, make a
family, improve [his] position at work,” but when the war started, he realized “none of
this [he] could reach.” However, as participants went through each item on the scale, it
was apparent that “Different stressors [had the ability to] violate different meaning
cognitions” (Theme 1), with some refugees being able to identify a specific event or type
of event that had shattered specific cognitive structures. For example, one 19-year-old
student-refugee shared how wartime daily stressors progressively disrupted her
perception of being in control of her life, noting that, “in Syria, every hour something
happened. No electricity, no water...everything was always changing. Now [in Portugal],
I have more control.” Others, like a 23-year-old man, could identify the precise event that
triggered questions about his beliefs in justice and God’s benevolence: “When the
Jordanian pilot was captured by ISIS and videos of him being burned alive were
distributed, at that moment I began questioning if God was fair, if the world was fair.”

GMVS Items. Despite the simplicity of the language and item formulation,
participants often “Requested item clarification” (Theme 2) stemming from two
subthemes: (a) the timeline of disruption (e.g., “in my country or in Portugal?”’), where
some respondents were able to identify repeated violations and reappraisals at different

points in their journeys, and (b) items being too abstract and open to interpretation,
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particularly for Item 2 regarding other forces, with participants inquiring if that meant

2 €6

“divine forces,” “forces of politics and finance,” “the regime,” or even their Portuguese
host organization.

Occasionally, participants identified “Absurd items” (Theme 3) within their belief
system. In this respect, questions about religious beliefs (Item 3) were expectedly
problematic for respondents who identified as atheist or agnostic, with one 24-year-old
female student-refugee promptly stating, “No, God is not [in control].” When asked if she
believed God was in control before, she responded ‘“No, absolutely not. Because He
doesn’t exist! [laughter].” Another more extreme reaction came from two female FG
participants, who felt unable to complete the Belief Violations subscale and discern
separate beliefs due to the centrality of God to their global meaning system, with one
woman declaring, “All the questions [Items 1-5] have the same answer. They are just
asked differently.”

Response Scale. The process of reflecting on changes to one’s global meaning
required participants to assess their current beliefs and goals, which often suggested that
the ordinal scale was readily used as a “Measure of strength instead of violation” (Theme
4). Some participants made requests for clarification (e.g., “Does ‘1’ mean that the world
IS not fair?”’), whereas others indicated a number on the scale as a measure of their current
belief only to then be gently redirected by the interviewer. When asked about his religious
beliefs being violated, one young man replied, “No, not at all. Put a 1.” When asked to
clarify whether he was stating that this belief had not changed or that God is not in
control, he replied, “No, [God] is not in control at all. Well, before I thought that [God]
was in control, but now I don’t. So maybe I should put a 5.

On occasion, the response scale felt insufficient to reflect the extent of
participants’ experiences. In addition to measuring the violation, some participants
wanted to define the “Direction of change” (Theme 5), with one respondent stating, “It’s
the opposite! I gain more [community and social support] skills!”” and another, a graduate
of a doctoral program, going as far as adding “+” and “-” to his answers to indicate a
positive or negative change, noting, “Hmm...I feel that the world is less safe. Should I
add a minus in this case?”

Global Meaning Violation. Three themes attested to the difficulty of
operationalizing meaning-related constructs and provided insight into the potential

challenges of self-administration as well as respondents’ thought processes. Having fled a
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war and being in the process of adjusting to life in resettlement, respondents articulated a
“Hierarchy of needs and meaning systems” (Theme 6), which helped justify why some
did not feel ready to reflect on the deeper changes that the war had inflicted on their
cognitive structures. Faced with the questionnaire, a 32-year-old graduate student-refugee
explained that his strategy to survive was to avoid “thinking about the things [he] could
not control,” whereas another described the need to organize his life—and shattered
beliefs—in “boxes,” which was where he, a former practicing Catholic, also kept the
belief in God until it could be reappraised:

Sometimes the boxes fall from the shelf on your head and suddenly you have to
deal with it! I try to put [the box] back on the shelf for another time. Sometimes |
feel like, “OK, now I can’t do anything. I have to rest, I have to relax until these
thoughts go away. Then I can function.” I mean, it’s not healthy but what can I

do?

Overall, GMVS-ArabV items were paradoxically simply worded and hard to
evoke: “Difficult questions” (Theme 7) that elicited complex reflections that participants
had often not yet entertained (e.g., “Hmm... is the world fair? I never thought about it”)
or were not allowed to entertain (e.g., “It is not up for us to question [whether God is in
control]”).

Finally, as survivors of refugee trauma, participants also perceived the evolving
and unresolved nature of meaning discrepancies, which made it hard to quantify
violations. Theme 8, which captured “Evolving beliefs and goals,” included two
subthemes: (a) unresolved discrepancies (e.g., “Do I feel that the world is still safe and
fair? Yes, | do. Did it change? Slightly. Because sometimes it goes back and forth, but it
still goes back to being good”) and (b) the perception that beliefs and goals evolve with
time and context. For example, regarding Item 8 on goals related to self-acceptance, a 25-
year-old, recently arrived student-refugee commented, “My ability to accept myself? [It
changed] very much. Extremely! It’s better now. It was really good before the war, and

during the war it was really bad, but now I feel that I accept myself again.”
Discussion

The present study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design to
assess postwar meaning violations in Arabic-speaking Syrian refugees using a cross-
culturally adapted version of the GMVS (Park et al., 2016). Participants were Syrian
adults living in urban communities across Portugal, for whom the war constituted a

baseline for disruptions of previous assumptions of predictability, continuity, and
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controllability that informed their prewar global meaning structures. Participants
additionally endorsed exposure to multiple extreme PTEs and stressors, including torture
(n = 6 men), that violated specific cognitive structures. In our sample, which was largely
composed of student-refugees, the results from descriptive analyses indicated highest
perceived violations of goals related to educational aspirations and to community and
social support, and highest belief violations related to assumptions about controllability
by other, outside forces. Qualitative results suggested that, although the GMVS-ArabV
language and item formulation were straightforward and appropriate and helped facilitate
access to perceived violations, the operationalization of such a complex and inherently
subjective construct remains a significant challenge. Given the linguistic, cultural, and
traumatic differences between the original and target populations, rather than aiming to
produce an instrument equivalent to its original, with predictive validity, the GMVS-
ArabV allowed us to preliminarily explore posttraumatic violations of specific cognitions
and advance the evidence-based understanding of meaning violations through a brief,
conceptually sound psychometric tool.

This study had two major strengths. The first pertains to its contribution to the
literature on the cross-cultural adaptation of psychological instruments given our detailed
report of the GMVS adaptation and testing processes according to the most recent
international guidelines (ITC, 2018). Prior to adapting a Western-developed instrument
for use with Middle Eastern populations, through a committee of Syrian mental health
scholars and other experts, we assessed the applicability of the theoretical meaning-
making model and its related constructs to the target population. The study used a
sequential design, where Phase 1 FGs were aimed at preliminarily testing the GMVS-
ArabV for the comprehensibility of test instructions, item content, and language, and
informing data collection during Phase 2 individual interviews (Lambert & Loiselle,
2008). Despite the small number and size of the FGs, the Phase 1 results provided
exploratory information on the scale application, and narratives on response processes
were subsequently integrated into the overall dataset used to qualitatively explore the
measure’s content.

GMVS-ArabV validity evidence based on internal structure was assessed in Phase
2. The results are preliminary and should be interpreted with caution due to the size and
specificities of the sample. The scale showed acceptable distributional properties with no

extreme bias in participants’ responses, which researchers should control for when using
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ordinal scales with Arab populations (Baron-Epel et al., 2010). The lack of bias may be
explained by the sample’s relative youth and high level of formal education (Baron-Epel
et al., 2010) as well as the method of administration. In some cases, participants revisited
initial extreme responses (e.g., ‘“nothing is fair”), either spontaneously or following
probing by the researcher to clarify whether the participant was quantifying the strength
or violation of belief or goal, thus suggesting layered and evolving cognitive structures.
Because most respondents were student-refugees whose career and educational paths
were interrupted or severely disrupted by the war, it was not surprising that strongest
interitem correlations were found between violations of career aspirations and of goals
related to self-acceptance, education, and social support, respectively, as well as between
violations of goals related to self-acceptance and community and social support. The high
association between the latter two items was expected given the importance of the
collective to Syrian identity (Smeekes et al., 2017) and the negative impact of the war on
community ties (Matos et al., 2021). The highest belief violations were found for Items 2
and 4, which assessed issues of control by “other forces” and perceived internal control
(i.e. self in control). Given the uncertainty and losses associated with the refugee
experience, this finding was not surprising and suggests that the cognitive structures
related to life’s predictability and controllability may require significant repairs to reduce
distress. The fact that the belief that God is in control (Item 3) showed the lowest
violations is consistent with the literature on religious meaning-making and the ability of
religious beliefs to remain stable and, if sufficiently flexible, withstand extreme trauma
(Park, 2005; Tuval-Mashiach & Dekel, 2014). Considering the centrality of religion to
Syrian individual and community identity (Hassan et al., 2016), future studies should
investigate the content of religious meaning structures and violations of experienced
spirituality to better capture meaning-making processes in these communities. Due to the
study’s small sample size, we were not able to test the factor structure of the GMVS-
ArabV, which future studies should explore with larger independent samples of the same
population.

The second major strength of this study was its use of qualitative data to access
processes of self-reflection triggered by the GMVS-ArabV. Taking a mixed-methods
approach to cross-cultural adaptation is an often-overlooked strategy, but it represents an
important methodology when working with severely traumatized and repeatedly

disempowered populations (De Silva et al., 2020). We derived five key findings from the
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qualitative data. First, rather than a standalone self-administered instrument, our findings
indicated that the GMVS-ArabV should be used as part of a set of tools available to
researchers and clinicians to explore meaning violations through a structured interview.
Participants often exhibited an inability to promptly access violations and instead rated
present appraisals, which then required a guided, step-by-step exercise to reflect on
prewar appraisals and, subsequently, assess the extent of change. A revised version of the
scale may need to include a three-part question for each item to assess the strength of pre-
and posttrauma meanings followed by the extent of the discrepancy to ensure that
respondents rate the intended construct. A second key finding pertains to the fact that
different stressors can shatter different meaning structures, which may explain the overall
low associations between individual items on the GMVS-ArabV. Previous evidence has
suggested that meaning systems may be differentially impacted by the type of stressor
experienced (Cheung Chung et al.,, 2018), and this idea should continue to be
investigated, including through psychometrically sound instruments. Additionally, the
need expressed by a small number of participants in our sample to clarify the direction
(i.e., positive or negative) of changes in their own cognitions, (i.e., meanings made)
suggests the need for better examination into how the process of reappraising these
cognitions may promote or hinder psychological adjustment.

Third, much like extreme traumatic events, wartime and resettlement daily
stressors also were shown to be capable of violating previously held beliefs and goals.
This finding has two important implications for research and practice. Although
postmigration stressors are almost exclusively considered sources of anxiety- and
depression-related distress and premigration trauma is a source of PTSD (Miller &
Rasmussen, 2010), the ability of the former to shatter cognitions and lead to trauma-like
symptoms needs to be investigated. Secondly, predisplacement daily stressors have been
insufficiently documented as potential sources of long-term distress in refugee
populations (Miller & Rasmussen, 2017), with preference given to screening for and
focusing on brutal predisplacement PTEs. Wartime stressors should also be integrated
into clinical practice as potential sources of meaning violations, and clinicians should be
prepared to accommodate these narratives and guide adaptive reappraisals.

Fourth, as survivors of the refugee experience are subjected to compounded PTEs
throughout lengthy migration journeys, it is possible that a prewar/postwar framework for

meaning violations, although conceptually appropriate, may be insufficient to capture the
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complexity of violations and reappraisal trajectories. The fact that some respondents were
able to reflect on meaning reappraisal journeys since the onset of the war in Syria and
others narrated still-evolving beliefs indicates that meaning-making is a process as much
as an outcome (Steger & Park, 2012), and refugees make meaning throughout their
journey to safety (Matos et al., 2018).

Our last key finding pertains to the survival aspect of the refugee experience. As
individuals accustomed to prioritizing needs to survive (Silove, 2013), it was not
surprising that some participants articulated layered sets of beliefs and goals. While these
individuals navigate stressors related to resettlement and concerns over the ongoing
conflict back home with significant family and community suffering (Matos et al., 2022),
they may not feel able or ready to engage in trauma-focused treatment or in the type of
cognitive processing required to reflect on meaning violations, instead focusing on other
basic, more tangible needs. The distress that such an exercise may trigger requires
researchers and clinicians to respect soft refusals, recognize the protective function of
silence, and empower refugees to be in control of their own narratives (De Haene et al.,
2010).

There are several challenges to conducting research with severely traumatized,
hard-to-reach populations, such as refugees, that limit the interpretation of the present
findings. The Syrian community in Portugal is small, recently arrived, and reported
research fatigue, which hindered recruitment efforts. The present sample was small and
largely composed of student-refugees. Although this is a limitation derived from
nonrandom sampling, it provided important insight into the experiences of a segment of
the refugee population that is largely understudied. Both trauma exposure and meaning
violations were self-reported, which may lead to recall bias, and because the study was
cross-sectional and did not assess violations over time, it is possible that accounts were
influenced by recent events rather than representing an accurate depiction of participant
experiences. Although all study instruments were available in participants’ native Arabic,
oral communication during cognitive interviews was in English or Portuguese, which may
have impacted respondents’ ability to adequately explain cognitions. However, the fact
that no interpreter was present during individual interviews eased participants’ concerns
about remaining anonymous in the community and may have allowed them to share
deeply personal accounts with the researcher that may not have been disclosed otherwise.

In our relatively young sample, participants’ prewar worldviews pertained to pre-2011
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functioning, 8 years before the interview, as they entered their teenage years or early
adulthood, which sometimes made it difficult to discern whether changes in core beliefs
and goals were due to the war or part of normal development into adulthood.

This study provides evidence supporting the content validity of the GMVS-
ArabV, with adjustments required to accommodate refugees’ complex paths to trauma
recovery, as well as the need for larger, longitudinal studies to adequately assess construct
and predictive validity for distress and psychological adjustment. Although the GMVS-
ArabV does not provide answers to all questions regarding the nature of meaning
violations in survivors of refugee trauma, it does offer a culturally appropriate tool that
could be useful for clinicians to gather information at intake; adapt interventions to
specific client needs; assess treatment progress through repeat measurements of
cognitive-specific discrepancies; and, eventually, guide meaning-making efforts that lead
to adaptive integration of past and present experiences. The fact that some participants
were able to identify pre- and postdisplacement daily stressors as potential sources of
meaning violations further advances the field’s understanding of sources of psychological
distress and should inform refugees’ trauma recovery and healing in resettlement. Host
countries should invest in promoting trauma-informed psychosocial interventions that are
informed by the need to restore meaning systems, including finding new purpose(s) in
life, as a condition for successful psychological adjustment and adaptive long-term

integration.
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Abstract

Objective: Religious meaning-making may facilitate psychological adjustment to even the
most extreme traumatic stressors, including war and forced displacement. Yet few studies
have examined the religious meaning-making trajectories of refugees and none from an
Islamic perspective. Method: Given the centrality of Islam to Syrians’ identity, this
qualitative cross-sectional study investigated Syrian Muslims’ post-war meaning-making,
using Park’s (2010) meaning-making model. Results: Thirty-three Syrian Muslim
refugees living in Portugal, most of whom higher education student-refugees, were
interviewed eight years after the onset of the war. Thematic analysis was used to explore
cognitive reappraisal processes informed by religion. Key results suggest the recurrent
nature of meaning-making throughout refugees’ displacement trajectories, the centrality
of religious coping and deliberate searches for meaning to resolve perceived
discrepancies with pre-war global meaning, and the ability of Islam to withstand extreme
challenges and provide a last-resort narrative, even for those Syrians with severely eroded
beliefs. Conclusion: Resettlement in a secular Western country significantly affected
refugees’ religious meaning-making journeys. Although, for most, Islam remained a
source of stability and continuity with pre-war lives, negative, unstable, and potentially-
distressing meanings-made of trauma suggest incomplete meaning-making processes.
Findings highlight the need for practitioners in host countries to incorporate faith and
religious traditions in the provision of care.

Keywords: psychology of religion; Syrian refugees; religious coping; spirituality;

psychology of Islam; psychological adjustment.
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Introduction

Since 2011, the Syrian war has caused the mass displacement of millions of
civilians fleeing a conflict fueled along religious and ethnic lines (Hassan et al., 2015).
Combat, torture, enforced disappearances, death of loved ones, daily uncertainties and
losses, and repeated forced internal and international displacements, have persistently
challenged Syrians’ assumptions of safety, justice, controllability, and predictability, and
caused significant suffering (Kakaje et al., 2021; Matos et al., 2022). In Syria, a majority-
Muslim country, Islam informs collective identity and provides the core meaning
structure through which individuals interpret their experiences and express suffering
(Hassan et al., 2015). Islamic beliefs, values, and practices are therefore expected to
anchor Syrians’ post-war meaning-making experiences.

As a meaning system, religion offers a comprehensive framework that provides
answers to life’s innermost questions while offering the possibility of transcendence
(Bhatia, 2012; Hall & Hill, 2019). Religion can also play a central role in trauma recovery
by offering solace in the midst of suffering and providing pathways to benevolently
reframe life’s extreme events (Park, 2005). To date, research on religious meaning-
making (i.e., posttraumatic cognitive restructuring processes informed by a religious
meaning system) has largely focused on Christian samples and survivors of one-time,
individual traumatic events (Abu-Raiya & Pargament, 2011), or been narrowly explored
as religious coping (i.e., religion-informed cognitive and behavioral strategies that
facilitate or impede psychological adjustment; Abu-Raiya & Pargament, 2015). Given the
extreme nature of refugee trauma and the centrality of religion to Syrian identity,
understanding how Islamic beliefs contribute to the meaning-making processes of Syrian
Muslim refugees is important.

From a worldview perspective, large monotheistic religions like Islam or
Christianity offer a consistent model of the how world is or ought to be and provide a set
of rules and behaviors that structure the everyday practices of societies (Bhatia, 2012;
Krok et al., 2020; Lakitsch, 2018). Religious individuals are expected to make use of self-
regulation skills to control their own behavior, thoughts, and feelings in a manner that is
consistent with religious teachings (Vishkin et al., 2016) and can derive support from the
divine in times of distress. Under conditions of hardship that challenge core assumptions,
the faithful often manifest religious and spiritual struggles, which they can appease
through a formal set of rituals, through personal practices of what they hold sacred (i.e.,
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spirituality), or through support from their religious community (Hall & Hill, 2019;
Lakitsch, 2018).

When faced with events that defy one’s sense of control, predictability or
comprehensibility, such as an untimely death, a life-altering diagnosis, or in the case of
refugees, severe and compounded human rights violations, individuals may appraise those
stressors (i.e., situational meaning) as discrepant from previous world assumptions (i.e.,
global meaning, comprised of beliefs, goals, and sense of purpose), thus requiring
cognitive reframing efforts — of the stressor or of the shattered assumptions — to reduce
suffering (Park, 2010). Park’s (2010) integrated meaning-making model proposes that
when global meaning structures are perceived to have been violated, individuals initiate
automatic or intentional meaning-making efforts aimed at finding comprehensibility and
significance in their experiences (i.e., search for meaning). Outputs of this process (i.e.,
meanings-made) may include revising initial situational appraisals or rebuilding shattered
cognitive structures that contribute to perceived changes in psychological functioning.

Most research on meaning-making has focused on specific components of the
process, namely coping, on how meaning-making contributes to outcomes related to
psychological adjustment, such as perceived posttraumatic growth, and on meaning-
making as an endpoint (Cheng et al., 2014; de Castella & Simmonds, 2013; Toussaint et
al., 2017). However, previous research has suggested that: the meaning-making
experiences of survivors of the refugee experience, who are exposed to new PTEs during
and post-flight, might not have a clear end, meanings-made are subject to repeat cognitive
reappraisals, and positive and negative reappraisals appear to co-exist and contribute
differently to psychological adjustment (Frounfelker et al., 2020; Kelmendi et al., 2020;
Matos et al., 2021).

Most individuals and communities with refugee life experience, including
resettled refugees, asylum-seekers and other forcibly displaced migrants, originate from
non-Western countries with strong collective traditions (Shakespeare-Finch et al., 2014).
When they reach safe third countries in the West, refugees have to negotiate their
postdisplacement identities in secular societies that emphasize the well-being of the
individual over the common good, and where meaning-making is predominantly
articulated through reason to the detriment of the divine and sacred (Bahtia, 2012). This
context may hinder successful psychological adjustment of individuals whose identity

derives greatly from both faith tradition and the collective, as religion can provide a
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source of group cohesion (Lakitsch, 2018), enable group members to interpret shared
experiences (Tuval-Mashiach & Dekel, 2014), and is expected to serve as the core
meaning system within which the faithful frame their losses, seek benevolent
interpretations of trauma, and derive coping resources (Park, 2005).

Posttraumatic psychological adjustment may be particularly challenging for
Muslim refugees living in secular Western countries of Christian tradition, who may be
deprived of their full religious and spiritual coping resources (Bhatia, 2012). The
emerging body of empirical research on the psychology of Islam has underscored the
importance of Islamic beliefs and practices as significant determinants of mental health in
Muslim populations (Abu-Raiya & Pargament, 2011). Like other major religious, such as
Christianity, Judaism, and Hinduism, Islam is multidimensional and central to the lives of
Muslims, who may adhere to some but not all of its elements; it includes a set of beliefs
(e.g., belief in Allah as the one and true God, in the day of judgment, or in divine
predestination), practices (e.g., prayer, testimony of faith, pilgrimage, or fasting) and
ethical guidelines that determine the conduct of Muslims (e.g., generosity or humility),
which may impact the physical and psychological wellbeing of Muslims (Abu-Raiya,
2012).

Understanding, recognizing, and incorporating refugees’ religious and spiritual
faith traditions and resources into the provision of care is not only ethical (Bryant-Davis
& Wong, 2013) but should help facilitate adaptive meaning-making, especially given the
ability of religious beliefs to remain stable in the face of extreme collective trauma
(Hasan et al., 2018; Tuval-Mashiach & Dekel, 2014), and therefore offer survivors the
prospect of previously-lost continuity. It is thus crucial to understand the role of Islamic
faith in the cognitive processing of Muslim refugees’ war and forced displacement
stressors.

The Current Study

Guided by Park (2010)’s integrated meaning-making model, this qualitative study
examined Islam’s role in Syrian Muslims’ post-displacement meaning-making processes,
eight years after the start of the war. This study corresponds to Phase 2 (January — May
2019) of a larger two-phase mixed-methods research project to investigate psychological
adjustment processes in Syrian refugees living in Portugal. Although not a traditional
refugee destination country, arrivals of Syrian refugees and asylum-seekers to Portugal

rose significantly between 2015 and 2017, largely through resettlement, relocation, and
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higher education programs for refugees (Observatério das MigragGes, 2021). Arriving
individuals and families were placed across the national territory, mostly in urban
communities, in a country where only an estimated 0.2% of the population is Muslim
(Instituto Nacional de Estatistica, 2012), and given initial assistance to begin rebuilding
their lives. Given that the meaning-making model was Western-developed, its conceptual
applicability to a non-Western Islamic context and the study protocol were tested during
Phase 1 of the study (September — November 2018). In Phase 2, we used qualitative
methodology to investigate the content of Syrian Muslims’ lived experiences and
worldviews, and subsequently inform the psychology of religion literature as well as
posttraumatic growth-promoting practices with Muslim refugees. In our study, we
expected pre-war Islamic cognitive structures to remain resilient despite exposure to
extreme trauma and for refugees to engage in meaning-making processes throughout their

flight trajectories.
Method

Participants

Inclusion criteria included: Syrian adults (i.e., 18yo or older), living in Portugal
for a minimum of six months, with English or Portuguese fluency in addition to their
native Arabic. Forty individuals participated in the study. One man dropped out after
becoming distressed during the interview. Two Druze and four Christian individuals were
excluded from the final sample due to their non-Islamic religious affiliation. The final
sample included 33 participants: 16 men (48.5%) and 17 women (51.5%), with ages
ranging from 19 to 36 (M = 27.3; SD = 4.6). Twenty-five individuals (75.7%) were
beneficiaries of higher education programs for refugees (i.e., student-refugees), 5 were
relocated refugees (15.2%) and 3 were (9.1%) spontaneous asylum-seekers. Participants’
mean length of stay in Portugal was 28.0 months (SD = 20.3). The vast majority were
single (n = 28; 84.8%) and five (15.2%) were married. All participants had completed at
least high school education, one held a PhD (3.0%), 10 master’s (30.3%) and 15
bachelor’s (45.5%) degrees. Family-inherited religious background was: Sunni (n = 18,
54.5%), Alawite (n = 6, 18.2%), and Ismaili (n = 2, 6.1%); seven participants did not
specify their branch of Islam (21.2%) and, where pertinent, are designated as “Other.”.
Two participants (6.1%) were unsure about their faith and three identified as atheists
(9.1%). In resettlement, a majority (n = 19; 57.6%) did not regularly practice structured

religious rituals.
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Materials

The research protocol included: (1) a sociodemographic questionnaire designed to
collect common determinants of refugee mental health, such as gender, education, or
legal status, as well as religion-specific questions pertaining to religious background,
belief, and practice: and (2) a semi-structured interview script informed by the integrated
meaning-making model designed to guide participants through post-war cognitive
reappraisals of shattered global beliefs, goals, and sense of purpose. To invoke reflections
on belief systems, participants were first offered a common background to help ground
them — “all of us have beliefs and thoughts about how we see ourselves in the world or
who might be in control of our lives —am I in control? Is God in control? Is someone or
something else in control? —, or, for example, whether the world is fair and safe.” This
was followed by two questions with probes to invoke pre- and postwar global beliefs and
any perceived discrepancies: “When you think back on your life before the war, can you
describe your beliefs or views of the world? What was your relationship with God then?”’;
and “What about now? Do you feel that those beliefs and relationship changed? Can you
explain how they changed?”
Procedures

Data was collected by the Lisbon-based first author, who is trained and
experienced in interviewing survivors of refugee trauma. Syrian nationals were recruited
across continental Portugal using a combination of convenience and snowball sampling.
Outreach strategies included dissemination of Arabic language materials through key
stakeholders, including resettlement agencies and community leaders, and postings on
social media. Study materials were developed in English for the purposes of the study,
forward-translated to Arabic by a Syrian professional translator, and pre-tested in
interpreter-assisted Focus Groups (FG) to assess language-, culture-, and trauma-
informed issues. Because FG participants expressed concerns related to the presence of an
interpreter and associated ability to remain anonymous in the community, Phase 2
interviews were conducted without language interpretation, in English or Portuguese,
based on participant preference and fluency. Print Arabic versions of the materials were
available to participants to ensure consistency of language. Interviews were conducted in
the northern districts of Braga and Oporto (n = 14), in Aveiro and Coimbra (n = 8) and
the capital Lisbon (n = 10) in central Portugal, and the southern district of Evora (n = 1).

Researcher and participants met in quiet places convenient to participants and interviews
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lasted 90 minutes on average. The purpose of the study, voluntary nature of participation,
and assurance of confidentiality and anonymity were reviewed, and participants were
given an opportunity to ask questions prior to signing consent forms. Due to the potential
for retraumatization associated with revisiting past traumatic events, participants were
informed on the nature of stress reactions and, when appropriate, participants were
offered the possibility of referral to pro-bono psychosocial services. All interviews were
audio recorded. At the end of the interview, participants received a €10 gift card. The
study received ethics approval by ISPA — Instituto Universitario Ethics Committee (Ref.
D/004/09/2018) in September 2018.
Data analysis

Audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed, participants’ names were
replaced and coded, and a top-down, theoretically-driven approach to thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used to explore post-war cognitive reappraisal trajectories,
following the structure of the meaning-making model. The data analysis team included
refugee trauma and psychological adjustment researchers and two research assistants
(RAs), all of whom were trained in thematic analysis. The first author did a first in-depth
reading of all transcripts, generated initial codes, and created a preliminary set of themes
informed by the main elements of the meaning-making model, which were subsequently
reviewed and discussed with the co-authors. RAs then analyzed the dataset using those
themes and met regularly with the first author to examine disparities and find consensus.
Given the scope of the study, all transcripts went through a second round of analysis to
identify religion-informed meaning-making processes; when needed, new themes were
created or revised to ensure that the analysis faithfully represented the meaning of
participants’ experiences and further informed the theoretical model. During both phases
of analysis, team members met regularly to review findings, discuss narratives that
deviated from themes, and develop the final thematic map. All data were managed and
analyzed using MAXQDA 20 software (VERBI Software, 2019).

Results

We identified 11 themes that are structured along five components of participants’
religious meaning-making processes: pre-war religious global beliefs; situational
appraisals of the war and refugee experience stressors; search for meaning; religious

coping; and meanings-made. Themes and subthemes are discussed in detail below and the
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Thematic Map, with suggested religious meaning-making pathways, is presented in
Figure 2 at the end of this section.

Pre-war Religious Global Beliefs
Theme 1: Inherited Muslim Identity

In pre-war Syria, most participants were adolescent or young adults and described
their religious identity as being inherited from family and shared by the community.
Muslim Syrians received religious education and led lives where rituals like prayer, going
to the mosque, and expectations of conduct structured all aspects of their lives. This
theme encompassed two subthemes: “family and community expectations” and “universal
values.”

Family and Community Expectations. In their youth, participants recalled being
reminded by their parents of the need to comply with certain rituals like prayer, or, for the
young women, with external manifestations of faith like wearing the hijab that conformed
to the lives of the collective. Young men spoke of the mosque as a place of religious
instruction, socialization, and worship. AO, a Sunni man of 24, described being sent to
the mosque every summer as a child for religious school, which was where “families
always sent their kids.” He explained, “you don’t play in the streets or in the park. You
just go there and learn the Quran.” BS, 27-year-old, also Sunni, recalled the mosque as a
place to “get all the people together, to meet, to talk with each other,” and contextualized
its dual function in the lives of Syrians: “People are not going [to the mosque] because of
religion. It’s more related to the culture. So, I go there basically because of the prayer, but
actually I’'m going there to meet my friends and go out afterwards.” This entangled
relationship between culture and religion was also expressed through all-encompassing
statements pertaining to rituals or conduct that were collectively shared, sometimes
regardless of the one’s religiosity (e.g., “In my family — I don’t know if we are really a
religious family — but we pray and everything like all Syrians).

Because religious identity was inherited, several participants recounted sometimes
struggling to reconcile external demonstrations of devotion with a faith they did not
experience and the associated pressure from family and community. This incongruence
led some, like MS (Other, 32), to express frustration at being reminded by his mother to
“not miss a prayer,” and others, like GH (Sunni, 23), to conform to cultural norms (e.g.,
wearing the hijab) regardless of her faith: “people all the time were asking [my mother],

‘when will you make her wear the scarf?”” GH explained that, despite the mounting
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pressure, her mother wanted the decision “to come from my heart. ‘Because it is faith,
you know?’”

Universal Values. Beliefs in a merciful and almighty God, in divine
predestination, the power of prayer, earthly suffering, afterlife, and in trials as a sign of
God’s love were all articulated by participants. “I believe in the God,” [emphasis added]
stated RA (Sunni, 36) before narrating the unwavering promise of continuity offered by
her beliefs, “...and I think life is [composed of]: the world that came before, the world
now, and what will happen in the future. All these difficulties are exams to test our
patience here on Earth, to make us stronger.” Thirty-year-old KK, also Sunni, explained
how the overarching belief in the afterlife impacted, and ultimately constrained, Muslims’
daily lives: “[even] in our vocabulary, we don’t care about life. We care about afterlife.
And this impacts every decision of your life.” Another Sunni young woman, 23-year-old
LJ, in one run-on paragraph, testified to the main tenets of Islam. These tenets included:
the power of prayer, “When I was in Syria, I was always praying for a better life (...)”;
the belief that being a good Muslim made her deserving of good things, “So I always
believe that God will give me what I ask because I am a good person, I don’t hurt anyone.
(...)”; the comfort and hope provided by faith, “And this faith gives me the hope for
tomorrow. | know that if 1 am doing good, like, if I am studying hard, I will achieve
something in the future. (...)”; and the temporary nature of suffering, “So there is still
hope in every dark moment. If | believe this, | know that I can survive for tomorrow.

Being in a bad situation doesn’t mean that it will be bad forever.”

Appraisals of the War and Refugee Experience Stressors

Religious meaning systems were repeatedly and cumulatively challenged during
the war, flight journeys to Europe, and resettlement. We identified two themes of
situational appraisals: “benevolent situational appraisals” and “shattered religious
beliefs.”
Theme 2: Benevolent Situational Appraisals

This theme was present in only a small number of accounts, but it was significant
given those individuals’ ability to appraise extreme stressors as non-discrepant and to
integrate them into pre-war religious cognitive structures. Participants who derived
benevolent appraisals appeared to anchor them in three protective factors: an expectation
of war (e.g., “when we were kids, we were raised to know that we were living near the

enemy, which is Israel, so we always knew that there was going to be a war. Now, later,
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it’s going to happen;” SS, woman, Sunni, 28); the belief that war and forced displacement
were a test from God “to see if we can keep our faith,” HH, man, Sunni, 36); and the
promise of continuity of history and universe beyond their time on Earth, where war was
downplayed as part of life (e.g., “all countries have had war inside. Not only [Syria]. So
we should overcome these problems and live a new life; RA, woman, Sunni, 36).

Theme 3. Shattered Religious Beliefs

“You don’t realize this, but [with the war] people started to lose their faith,”
described KK (woman, Sunni, 30). As the conflict unfolded, most participants began to
perceive distressing discrepancies with beliefs in a benevolent, all-powerful God.
Individuals articulated their narratives in the conditional as they tried to make sense of the
events around them. Formulations such as, if God “loves people” or “exits” or “is
watching what is happening in Syria” prefaced interrogatives that suggested
irreconcilable discrepancies: then “...why is He letting everybody die?” AO (man, Sunni,
23); “...what is He doing? What is His plan?” AK (man, Sunni, 24); “...where’s God? If
there is a God, He would not allow this to happen,” KK (woman, Sunni, 30); or “... why
doesn’t God do anything to help Syria? People in Syria go to the mosque, they pray, but
nothing changes!” NM (man, Sunni, 27). Interrogatives such as why, what, or where,
expressed hurt, confusion, and abandonment, as well as negative appraisals of an all-
powerful God who remained passive in the face insurmountable suffering.

In addition to war trauma, extreme daily hardships, and compounded losses pre-,
during, and post-flight led individuals and the community to reexamine religious beliefs,
values, and ethical conduct. AO (Sunni, 23) recounted the impact his flight to Portugal,
through Turkey, Mediterranean crossing, and Greece, had on his and other Muslim
refugees’ beliefs. Stranded in Greece without food or shelter, AO retold of their decision
to eat ham sandwiches, the only available food, despite it being a sin. The extreme
suffering he had undergone thus far on his flight journey caused him to perceive
significant discrepancies with pre-war expectations of safety and justice that led him to
progressively lose his faith. He narrated his cognitive processing as follows:

I was like ‘Okay, God didn’t allow pork meat, it was forbidden and he wants us to
be thankful and blah, blah... Don’t lie, don’t steal, don’t do this, don’t do
that...Okay but we don’t have anything and there is only this pork. What should
we do? Okay, I don’t care.” It was just like that, step-by-step, | started to lose my
faith.
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Search for Meaning

The inability to make sense of extreme suffering triggered distressing searches for
meaning, both automatic (i.e., “theme 4: reaching out to God”) and deliberate (i.e.,
“theme 5: deliberate search for religiosity”), born out of despair, frustration, and anger
towards God.
Theme 4: Reaching out to God

Automatic meaning searches appeared to be triggered at particularly trying times,
during which participants questioned and pleaded with God, sought comprehension, and
negotiated salvation. Al (Sunni, 25) recalled reaching out to God in anger and frustration
at a time when he and other refugees attempted to reach Europe: “How did you let us get
to this low point? We also have a right to live! We have a right to be home with our
families!” Facing death in the middle of the sea, a young man, who due to being gay — a
sin — perceived himself as someone underserving of mercy, retold how he attempted to
negotiate salvation for the children in the boat with him: “God, I'm a very bad person, so
you don’t need to save me, just save these people. These kids didn’t do anything to die in
this place.”
Theme 5. Deliberate Search for Religiosity

Most participants, however, retold engaging in deliberate attempts to comprehend
and find meaning in their experiences. In one run-on paragraph AG (Sunni, 36)
summarized the process that led him to attempt to resolve the discrepancies triggered by
the war and his family’s forced displacement: “I am Muslim, so I believe in one God,”
[pre-trauma cognitive structure]; “... So, what was happening to us raised a lot of
questions. Why us? Why me? Why my family? | had a lot of problems and some people
are just enjoying their lives. It’s kind of unfair,” [upward comparisons and perceived
unfairness triggered the need to make sense of the events]; “... And when you reach this
point, you need to find the way to find another path in life,” [the discrepancies triggered
an intentional search for a new cognitive structure that could explain and integrate
stressors]. Much like AG, other young men and women engaged in deliberate searches for
meaning. We identified two subthemes: “repeated intentional searches” and “inability to
openly examine beliefs.”

Religious Beliefs prone to Repeated Intentional Searches. The journey to find
and make sense of their faith, beliefs, and even identity as Muslims was initiated at

different points in Syrians’ lives and often prone to being revisited. Because religion was
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inherited, several participants discussed having gone through different periods in their
lives when they questioned their faith and Muslim identity. Thirty-year-old AK (Sunni)
explained that growing up she “spent some years just searching if [God] exists or not.”
Having concluded that God did exist, during the war, AK’s struggle was subsequently
related to the inability to reconcile her faith with the role religious leaders were playing in
the war and in whom she had “lost trust.” In resettlement, AK’s religious beliefs were yet
again shaken after facing significant hardships. She felt betrayed by God — “I trusted You,
but You disappointed me.” — and the cumulative discrepancies AK perceived after years
of war and displacement caused great suffering and decreased faith: “The feelings were
very complex because | started to really have emotional pain. And that made me question
[God]. (...) Now I feel that I am no longer able to pray.”

Inability to Openly Examine Beliefs. In spite of the war, Islam’s major tenets
were not amenable to being publicly discussed. NK (Alawite, 25) recounted that, if she
attempted to question God’s existence, her religious teacher would tackle the subject with
a simple solution: “if you start thinking about whether God exists or not, you just have to
stop thinking and say that God exists.” This inability to discuss Islam was frustrating to
NK and contradicted the Quran itself, the first word of which is “read.” She explained:
“like ‘think, read, answer. Just ask and seek answers to your questions.”” AK (Sunni, 24)
shared in the frustration and described his religious “journey” as being focused on openly
discussing the dogma, on “destroying the taboo, talking about it, and, at the end of the
day, refuse it.” In the case of 27-year-old NM (Sunni), although his search was essentially
intrapsychic, he also recognized the taboo and praised himself for having the courage to
examine his beliefs. “It was a big question of me asking where is God,” he stated. “I
really wanted to know if I am Muslim. | believed in Him but I had never questioned

myself regarding Him.”

Religious Coping

Coping strategies informed by religious beliefs were central to Syrians’ ability to
cognitively and emotionally process trauma. We discerned two themes of coping
strategies: “active coping” and “avoidant coping.”
Theme 6: Active Coping

This theme was largely composed of emotion-focused strategies and included two

subthemes: “prayer in times of distress” and “self-talk.”
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Prayer in Times of Distress. The most common religious coping resource was
prayer through which participants sought comfort (e.g., “when I feel worry or fear, I go to
[God]. I just start speaking with Him in the prayer.” LJ, woman, Sunni, 23) and protection
(e.g., “all the time I was asking God, ‘please protect me, please protect my family. My
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family needs to be safe,”” NN, woman, Alawite, 27). Even those men and women with
shattered beliefs admitted to seeking God in times of total despair. Faced with the
possibility of dying at sea, AO (man, Sunni, 23) recounted:

Okay, at this point there’s nobody: I cannot help [the other refugees] and they

cannot help me, you know? So there’s only God. In the middle of the sea, only

God can help us. So | looked at the sky — | was crying, it was raining — and | asked

God to save us.

Self-talk. Self-talk was also a very common soothing strategy. Some people
engaged in downward comparisons with others whose suffering they perceived to be
greater than theirs. The war robbed HH (Sunni, 36) of his dreams “to build [his] own
house, get married, make a family, improve [his] position at work.” Although the
perceived violation of his life goals caused him to “feel depressed,” when HH thought of
other Syrians whose life circumstances were vastly worst, he felt lucky: “at that time I
told myself, ‘at least I am safe. I am healthy. I am not affected physically.” So, thank God
at least, you know?” Self-talk also served to remind the faithful that God was an ever-
present source of hope and protection (e.g., “when I feel full of stuff, then I say, ‘no, God
is with me. I can do everything. Nothing is impossible,”” LJ, woman, Sunni, 23).

Theme 7: Avoidant Coping

A few participants who were still struggling to resolve shaken religious beliefs
confided to avoiding conversations or thoughts about religion. They felt anxious and
overwhelmed by the challenges of their postdisplacement lives, which they prioritized
over attempting to resolve higher order beliefs. MS, a 32-year-old post-graduate student,
preferred to focus on his immediate daily responsibilities while leaving any attempts to
settle life’s existential questions to a later time:

Life is already hard as it is, not to mention for somebody who came from a war
zone and all the psychological travels that you have that culminated in this period.
And you have to compete in the new country and do quite a lot of stuff... So
many challenges and you have to put more stress on yourself? (...) It’s futile to
think about it right now, because even the greatest minds cannot agree on His
existence or not.
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The “psychological travels” described above alluded to the recurrent nature of
refugee trauma, meaning violations and appraisals that cumulatively contribute to the
depletion of refugees’ cognitive resources. At present time, establishing a hierarchy of
needs and delaying a new meaning-making journey appeared to be adaptive for MS.
Meanings-made

Resettlement in a secular and safe Western country marked an important turning
point in participants’ religious meaning-making journeys by giving them the opportunity
and freedom to examine their inherited beliefs against their lived experiences. Eight years
after the start of the war, participants appeared to have reached four themes of religious
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meaning-making outputs: “unresolved beliefs,” “changed religious practice,” “decreased
religiosity,” and “stable beliefs.”
Theme 8: Unresolved Religious Beliefs

The narratives of participants whose religious beliefs remained unresolved were
filled with formulations in the conditional (e.g., “even if God exits,” AO, man, Sunni, 32)
that suggested still evolving and ambivalent beliefs (e.g., Yes [I believe]... Hmm, no...
yes. Yes, I believe, but at the same time, I don’t believe,” Al, Man, Sunni, 25) that may
have been temporarily adaptive because it did not require them to make a final,
potentially distressing, determination. In our highly educated sample, these individuals
appeared to be cognizant of the non-stagnant nature of their reappraisal journeys,
including the potential for “one day find[ing] a clear answer” (NK, woman, Alawite, 25)
or, for their beliefs to keep evolving to meet their life circumstances: “I’m trying day-by-
day [to be a good person]” ME (Sunni, 32) rationalized, “now I have this belief, but I
don’t know if tomorrow it will change.”
Theme 9: Changed Religious Practice

“As Arab people, everything in our lives is linked to religion. But [in Portugal]
there are no restrictions, no religious rules in my life, and it’s very easy to explore the
world,” (AO, man, Sunni, 32). Life in resettlement offered participants the freedom to
practice according to their life circumstances and faith, which was experienced both as
distressing as well as life-affirming. For example, the absence of an Islamic cultural
context in a majority-Catholic country made it difficult for LJ (Sunni, 23) “to stay on the
same path” and fulfill her obligations, including her prayers, whereas EA (Other, 21)
described the practical challenges of fasting during Ramadan. For those who experience

freedom as an opportunity, secularism allowed individuals not to put too much pressure
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on themselves (e.g., “I wear scarf and everything but I don't follow all those rules,” ME,
Woman, Sunni, 30), to, despite some initial distress, take pride in the symbols of their
Muslim identity (e.g., “I tell people, ‘it’s my choice to wear the scarf,”” GH, Woman,
Sunni, 23), or, in some cases, to rid themselves of what they perceived to be symbols of
oppression, such as the hijab:

| still remember the first day outside without the hijab. It was amazing. | was just
dancing. (...) The feeling of the air touching my hair was really worth it. (KK,
Woman, Sunni, 30)

Theme 10: Decreased Religiosity

The repeat assaults on religious beliefs after years of war and forced displacement
and the challenges and opportunities provided by resettlement appeared to weaken the
beliefs of a significant number of participants. Decreased religiosity was expressed
through three subthemes: “learned self-reliance,” “the God factor,” and “atheism.”

Learned Self-Reliance. “I think maybe during the war something happened, the
mentality of people changed. God still exists, but we cannot link everything to the God.
Because some circumstances depend on us humans.” (AO, man, Sunni, 32). The belief in
an all-controlling, benevolent God, which had been shattered to different degrees
throughout the war, required previous assumptions to be adjusted in order to integrate
participants’ lived experiences. Syrians had to learn to be self-reliant and to trust in the
kindness of people they met along the way. “It’s a different point of view,” AG (man,
Sunni, 36) explained, “now I believe in people more than I believe in God, because
people helped us and God is just in heaven.” This sentiment was echoed by 23-year-old
AO (Sunni), who learned that it was a matter of luck “find[ing] the right person to help
you. It’s not about God. You control yourself, your life.” This shift in the locus of control
towards the self, allowed AO to make peace with God: “I don’t hate Him. I just don’t like
Him as I used to. I’'m just at peace.”

“The God Factor.” Numerous participants in our sample had, at different points
in their journeys, attempted to reconcile science and religion. Things that transcended
reason and could not be otherwise be explained by science were, for now and when no
other explanation could be found, attributable to God. MS (man, Other, 32) pointed to all
the “illogical stuff” that religion explained that defied comprehension, whereas AG
(Sunni, 36) had decided at this point in his and his family’s displacement journey to
embrace the unknown as the “God factor,” a risk he had to be willing to take when

making life decisions:
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There’s always a risk factor in any decision. So, this risk factor we can call it the

‘God factor.” Because [God] just gives you the good and the bad and you choose

the path. We don’t know if the path is correct, but we should try.

Atheism. The most extreme loss of faith was atheism. This was a small but
significant theme that helped at least four participants resolve insurmountable
discrepancies: reaching the conclusion that God did not exist appeared to appease their
suffering. AK (Sunni-atheist, 24) explained, “I used to believe in God. And when I
believed in Him, I hated Him. But then I discovered that you actually don’t have to
believe.” The atheists in the sample spoke proudly of their newly-found identity, despite
suspicion, disappointment, and even rejection by family and community. For example,
WK (Sunni-atheist, 25) stated that she avoided conversations about religion with her
friends, who would remind her that “if you don’t believe in God, you are going to hell.”
However, despite the pride they felt in their journeys, it remained hard for these young
men and women to clearly articulate their new self (e.g. “I tell people I am Muslim, but
atheist,” WK, 25) and to negotiate the often distressing void created by the absence of
such a core cognitive structure. When asked how the war had impacted his religious
beliefs, aforecited AK, who had proclaimed to be “100% atheist” replied, “are we talking
about me and the war? Not the war in me?” [emphasis added], thereby suggesting
significant ongoing distress.

Theme 11: Stable Beliefs

I was always thinking, ‘why is God letting people die this way - under torture, in
prison, bombings?’ So because of this, I tried to understand why I am wearing the
scarf at all. (...) So basically I think that maybe God wants us to see how human
beings can be bad. And for those who are victims, | think that maybe God wants
them to understand how strong they are, to be more patient. Because we have
something in my religion that says that the more you are patient, the stronger you

are, and the more you will receive from God. (GH, woman, Sunni, 23)

Theme 11 encompassed the experiences of a subset of participants, like GH, for
whom Islam provided a set of sufficiently flexible beliefs to withstand repeated assaults
on meaning. Eight years after the onset of the war, these individuals had been able to
successfully integrate their experiences and build narratives that were congruent with pre-
war beliefs, despite potential distressing violations along the way. Beliefs of justice,
fairness, benevolence or continuity, to the extent that they derived from the central
cognitive structure provided by the divine, therefore remained relatively stable. Narratives

from this set of participants appeared to circle back to pre-war global beliefs of continuity
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(e.g., “I think nothing changed. The world is the same. (...) The point is that you have
different experiences.” AK, woman, Sunni, 31), of suffering as a test to one’s faith (e.g.,
“I believe that God has good things for people and that we face these difficulties in our
lives as a test to our faith,” HH, man, Sunni, 36), of benevolence (e.g., “I keep going with
my life. I don’t worry about the future, because everything with God is good,” RN,
woman, Alawite, 19), and of the possibility of transcendence (e.g. “So, in my point of
view, God is fair and the world is fair, because what we lose now, we will gain later,

maybe after this life,” LJ, woman, Sunni, 23).
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Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore the content of Syrian Muslims’ religious
meaning-making experiences in the aftermath of the Syrian war and subsequent forced
displacement. Data collection took place eight years after the onset of the war, in a
sample of young, highly-educated, largely Sunni, war-exposed civilians living in urban
communities across a secular southern European country of Catholic tradition. Our results
suggest Islam’s ability to withstand repeated extreme challenges and remain a
foundational cognitive structure that, if needed, offers a last-resort narrative (i.c., “the
God factor”) that allowed most Syrian Muslims to explain and integrate events that defied
human comprehension, sense of control, science, and reason. Despite using a pre-
war/present time structure in our interviews, overwhelmingly, participants were able to
provide rich accounts of meaning-making trajectories during different periods of their
refugee life experiences that included new triggers, search for meaning, and cognitive
reappraisals. This finding aligns with earlier theoretical propositions (Steger & Park,
2012) as well as more recent empirical studies with refugee populations (Frounfelker et
al., 2020; Kelmendi et al., 2020; Matos et al., 2021) that meaning-making is both a
trajectory and a dynamic process which, in survivors of complex, collective trauma, is
subject to being revisited with time, context, and new stressors, and therefore may not
have a clear end.

The qualitative methodology offered insight into Arab Muslim refugees’ post-war
cognitive processing and helps advance the literature on the psychology of religion, in
particular, the psychology of Islam. Our sample was generally young and largely
composed of university student-refugees who had to navigate extreme challenges to their
inherited religious beliefs and identity. In their Middle Eastern context, Syrians had been
taught to expect war, which may have been initially protective (Tuval-Mashiach & Dekel,
2014), as it offered a narrative that ultimately preserved core religious beliefs. However,
as the war progressed, Syrians began to question beliefs in a benevolent, all-powerful
God whom they perceived to remain passive in the face of such anguish. As refugees
discerned shattering discrepancies, they attempted to find meaning in the suffering around
them through interrogatives directed at God (e.g., why, where, what, how), which
confirms a core function of all major religions to provide pathways to interpret suffering
in a less negative light through emotional regulation and cognitive reappraisals (Vishkin
et al., 2016). For some, suffering was understood as a test from God, which should be
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overcome with faith and hope and offered opportunities for spiritual growth, thus
suggesting Islamic beliefs’ extraordinary resilience and flexibility. These results are
consistent with prior research on the role major religions play in posttraumatic meaning-
making (Abu-Raiya & Pargament, 2015; Hall & Hill, 2019). Because Muslims are
expected to submit to suffering as a test of faith, openly questioning the existence of God
or examining one’s beliefs was socially unacceptable and a source of significant distress
to those who dared break the taboo. Muslims who voice religious struggles have been
found to experience stigma and loneliness (Abu-Raiya & Pargament, 2011), which in the
case of displaced Muslims may be especially distressing as it aggravates the disconnect
from homeland, family, and larger social support networks.

With the exception of a few individuals whose initial and/or post-displacement
appraisals of the war were non-discrepant and integrated into their preexisting beliefs,
participants experienced varying degrees of decreased or altered religiosity or modified
religious practice that align with other recent findings with Syrian refugees (Skalisky et
al., 2020; Zbidat et al., 2020). This work also provides evidence of the multidimensional
nature of Islam, which, like Christianity and Hinduism, can be experienced differently by
different people (Abu-Raiya & Pargament, 2015). In our sample, regardless of the
meanings-made and how refugees experienced their faith, Islam remained an important
source of stability, identity, and continuity with a pre-war life and self. This was true even
for atheists who had trouble divorcing their newly-found identity from their inherited
Muslim one (e.g., “I’'m Muslim, but atheist.”) that used to structure all aspects of their
lives, including their relationships with others in the community. The shattering of such a
comprehensive cognitive structure left a significant existential, cultural, community, and
identity void, which science helped fill (Hall & Hill, 2019), but that may be too
distressing and unsustainable in the long-run, and thus require renewed cognitive
processing until either more benevolent interpretations are reached or a similarly
comprehensive global meaning system is found.

The war and refugee experience led some Syrians to seek more intimate and
spiritual connections with God. These deliberate quests for spiritual growth and deeper
levels of meaning have been found to lead to perceptions of posttraumatic growth in
studies with Christian samples (de Castella & Simmonds, 2013). However, in our study,
repeated engagement in intentional spiritual searches led to weakening as well as

strengthening faith and beliefs, and would therefore be expected to contribute variably to
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psychological adjustment (Matos et al., 2021; Toussaint et al., 2017). In our study, how
learned self-reliance impacted those refugees’ psychological adjustment was unclear;
although the belief that God cannot be wholly responsible for life’s events provided the
faithful with an adaptive pathway that maintained overall preexisting beliefs, we cannot
rule out that the learned need to be self-reliant may cause additional distress. Future
studies should employ a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods to capture
how intentional searches for spiritual connection impact Muslim refugees’ long-term
psychological adjustment.

Lastly, and as expected, life experience in Portugal, a secular Western country,
significantly impacted the religious meaning-making trajectories of Muslim refugees
(Bhatia, 2012; Hasan et al., 2018). Resettlement provided significant contrasts with life in
Syria and offered the freedom to practice according to the strength of one’s faith. To
different degrees, this freedom was generally perceived as distressing: if on the one hand,
it made it hard for some to maintain the level of piety expected of the Muslim faithful, on
the other hand, the opportunities for self-affirmation that others found in resettlement,
namely hijab-wearing women, forced them to grapple with the meaning and impact of
wearing — or removing — such an identity-affirming symbol of Islam in a country
dominated by a Catholic majority. Although Portugal is generally a welcoming country
with low perceived religious discrimination (European Commission, 2015), Islamic
practices and rituals occupy a public space that raises suspicion towards Muslims within a
wider anti-Muslim sentiment in the West (Bhatia, 2012) or that may be harder to
accommodate or reconcile with traditional Portuguese practices (e.g., Friday prayer
during regular work hours). Future research should investigate how the attitudes of people
from different faiths towards resettled Muslim refugees impact their reappraised religious
meanings and religion-informed values, life goals and sense of purpose.

Limitations

This study used a convenience sample largely composed of an understudied
segment of the refugee population, that is, beneficiaries of higher education programs for
refugees, and therefore their experiences may not be representative of those of other
Syrian refugees. In the study’s young sample, meaning-making was assessed
retrospectively, eight years after the onset of the war, and therefore the extent to which
individuals’ developmental stage and time since the events impacted trajectories and

outputs is unknown. Additionally, the experiences of participants from different branches
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of Islam may have differed in ways we were not able to explore. The fact that the
interviews were not conducted in participants’ native Arabic may have posed difficulties
for participants to express more complex or nuanced processes, despite providing them
with an important opportunity to speak anonymously about their processes, including
potentially stigmatizing religious struggles. Lastly, this study focused on meaning-making
informed by religious beliefs and hence does not represent the totality of participants’
meaning-making experiences. Future studies should explore the cognitive reappraisal
processes of shattered life goals and sense of purpose and how those contribute to
psychological adjustment in resettlement.
Conclusion

Resettlement in a secular Western country may offer unique opportunities and
significant challenges to religious meaning-making for refugees from Islamic societies.
Although Islam was able to withstand major meaning violations and provide a source of
continuity for most refugees, negative and unstable meanings-made of trauma suggest
incomplete cognitive processing that may require guided reappraisals through
psychological growth-promoting interventions that incorporate refugees’ faith and
religious traditions.
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Abstract

The centrality of the collective to Syrian identity and the ability of war to disrupt
community ties have led to significant violations of Syrians’ pre-war assumptions about
themselves, the world, and their place in the world. Guided by the integrated meaning-
making model, this qualitative cross-sectional study assessed Syrian refugees’ meaning
trajectories through their reappraisals of the war, attempts to repair community-informed
shattered meanings, and those processes’ outputs (i.e., meanings-made) and outcomes
(i.e., perceived psychological adjustment). We conducted semi-structured cognitive
interviews with 39 Syrian war-exposed adults living in urban communities across
Portugal, most of whom were beneficiaries of higher education programs for refugees.
Interviews were analyzed through thematic analysis. Results suggest that the war severely
disrupted Syrians’ sense of collective self, and that they repeatedly engaged in search for
meaning, appraisals of the war, and reappraisals of shattered beliefs, life goals, and sense
of purpose, both during wartime and in resettlement. In Portugal, despite persistent
negative beliefs about the collective and ongoing and distressing searches for meaning,
participants’ lived experiences concomitantly informed positive meaning reappraisals,
including progressive restoration of worldviews, new opportunities for self-realization,
and newly-found purpose, leading to perceived psychological benefits and growth. These
findings suggest that meaning-making is both a trajectory and a dynamic process,
informed by place and sociopolitical context. Clinical work to facilitate adaptive
meaning-making and psychosocial interventions that help restore refugees’ shattered
beliefs about safety, predictability, trust, and belonging, may be helpful directions to
promote positive psychological adjustment and improved integration outcomes in
refugees.

Keywords: collective violence; survivors of war and trauma; forced migration;
posttraumatic growth; student refugees; world assumptions; core beliefs; cognitive

processing; qualitative research.
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Introduction

War and other forms of collective violence can threaten individual and
community assumptions of safety, predictability, and control, disintegrate the fabric of
society, and lead to the mass displacement of civilians from their communities and
countries in search of safety (Kevers et al., 2017; Miller & Rasmussen, 2010). In post-
migration settings, refugees attempt to create narratives that allow them to make sense of
the past as they adjust to life and negotiate places of safety and growth, both within their
own exiled communities and in their new host communities (Hussain & Bushan, 2011,
Smet et al.,, 2019). The process of making meaning of past trauma and reappraising
worldviews shattered by community-impacting events, if successful, can ease pervasive
distress, lead to positive psychological adjustment, and improve long-term integration
prospects (Strang & Quinn, 2019). Understanding how perceived group belonging
informs meaning-making trajectories of collective trauma is therefore essential to
promote arriving refugee communities’ recovery and healing.

Since 2011, the Syrian civil war has caused the forced displacement of more than
half of its 22 million pre-war population (United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees, 2020). What started as a peaceful uprising against the Syrian regime turned
into a full-scale, protracted war that led to the killing or disappearance of more than
500,000 people, the internal displacement of 6.7 million civilians repeatedly pushed by
shifting front lines (Hassan et al., 2015), and to over 5.6 million people fleeing the
country in search of safety. The vast majority of the latter have remained in Syria’s
neighboring countries in the Middle East and North Africa, while an estimated one
million people have sought durable solutions in Western countries of resettlement,
arriving as asylum-seekers, resettled refugees, and beneficiaries of other immigration
statuses (European Commission, 2016). Prior to making the decision and having the
opportunity to flee, Syrian civilians have reported being repeatedly exposed to extreme
traumatic events, including bombings, forced confinement, imprisonment, torture, which
were often compounded with severe deprivation of basic needs and other potentially
meaning-defying wartime stressors and losses that defied pre-war assumptions about the
world and shattered community ties (Matos, Indart et al., 2022a; Zeno, 2017). For those
who reach resettlement, their pre-flight experiences are additionally aggravated by
journeys to safety and subsequent settlement fraught with uncertainty, additional
potentially traumatic events (PTEs) and stressors, and adjustment difficulties (Ben Farhat
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et al., 2018). It is thus unsurprising that Syrian refugees evidence high incidence of
psychological distress as a normal reaction to repeated extreme circumstances, with
recent studies documenting rates of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) between 23%
and 43%, often co-morbid with depression and anxiety symptomatology (Peconga &
Hegh Thagersen, 2020). And yet, as with other refugee populations and despite the
severity of trauma, Syrian refugees are also expected to perceive psychological benefits
from their past experiences (Chan et al., 2016).

Psychological adjustment in the aftermath of trauma has been posited to require
cognitive adaptation efforts that enable individuals to restore or exceed pre-trauma levels
of psychological functioning (Taylor, 1983). According to Park’s theoretical meaning-
making model (Park, 2010), individuals possess core beliefs about themselves, the world,
and their place in the world, and have desired goals and values that inform their lives’
purpose. Together, beliefs, goals, and subjective sense of purpose comprise one’s global
meaning. These central cognitive structures give people a sense of predictability about
their lives and provide them with a lens through which to interpret life experiences. When
faced with an event that is perceived as discrepant from their global meaning, individuals
experience distress that can trigger attempts to find comprehensibility and assign
significance to the event, thereby reducing trauma-induced suffering. This search for
meaning may lead to reappraising the traumatic event in order to fit one’s global meaning
or to adjusting beliefs and goals shattered by trauma. When successful, meaning-making
can lead to positive changes in psychological functioning, which has been operationalized
through such constructs as perceived posttraumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004),
increased self-efficacy, well-being, or quality of life (Cheng et al., 2014).

Although both searching for and finding meaning in the aftermath of trauma are
essentially individual, intrapsychic processes, meaning-making also occurs on a relational
level through discussions with others (Kevers & Rober, 2020). In populations exposed to
collective violence, the meanings survivors assign to the event tend to be construed within
the community, as individuals seek social support as well as the perspectives of others to
interpret the event and its impact on themselves and the community (Hirshberger, 2018;
Tuval-Mashiach & Dekel, 2014). This need for co-authored meaning reconstruction is
especially salient in non-Western communities of a collectivist nature and can be fostered
through adaptive within-group coping strategies that can help restore connectedness, trust,

and safety in shattered communities (Hasan et al., 2018; Smet et al., 2019). As the field of
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trauma recovery moves toward considering the ability to make sense of the trauma as a
central aspect of survivors’ healing (Schok et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2016), understanding
meaning-making as socially construed provides opportunities for individual and
community healing (Hirshberger, 2018).

There have been important advances in meaning-making research with refugee
populations, where investigators have tested some of its theoretical propositions, such as
meanings-made of trauma, reappraisals of core beliefs, cognitive and emotional
processing, or generational appraisals of collective trauma (Adedoyin, 2014; Fivush et al.,
2017; Kelmendi et al., 2020). However, given the dynamic nature of the refugee
experience, refugees’ recurrent susceptibility to meaning-defying PTES, and propositions
in the refugee trauma literature suggesting that meaning-making is an ongoing process
with no defined end (Frounfelker et al., 2020; Tuval-Mashiach & Dekel, 2014), it is
important to investigate changes in meaning over time and consider the impact of place
and circumstances of settlement on cognitive reappraisals of past experiences.

In the aftermath of the 2015 refugee crisis, Portugal committed to hosting
unprecedented—despite symbolic in the larger European Union context—numbers of
asylum-seekers relocated from Greece and Italy following Aegean and Mediterranean Sea
crossings, as well as UNHCR resettled refugees (Observatorio das Migragdes, 2020). By
the end of 2019, a total of 2144 refugees arrived through these two mechanisms, with
Syrians comprising one of the largest arriving groups. Following protracted exposure to
armed conflict, complicated migration journeys, and settlement in communities across
Portugal, it is important to understand if Syrian war-exposed individuals, despite being
recently arrived, perceive positive psychological changes in resettlement and, if so, the
cognitive processes that contribute to those changes, as well as how the resettlement
experience contributes to perceived benefits.

Considering the centrality of the collective to Syrian identity, and the ability of
war to disrupt community ties, this study aims to assess community-informed
posttraumatic cognitive reappraisals, understood as socially construed meanings, in a
sample of war-exposed Syrian civilians living in Portugal. To do so, we conducted an
exploratory qualitative study to capture a diversity of meaning trajectories that focused on
examining reappraisals of the Syrian war in resettlement, attempts to repair shattered
meanings, and those processes’ outputs (i.e., meanings-made) and outcomes (i.e.,

perceived psychological adjustment).
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Materials and Method

Study Design

This study utilizes data from a larger research project that examines how
survivors of the refugee experience make meaning of past experiences and achieve
psychological adjustment in post-displacement settings. Guided by Park’s (2010)
integrated meaning-making model, this cross-sectional qualitative study examined
posttraumatic cognitive reappraisals of PTEs and global meaning systems in Syrian war-
exposed adults through semi-structured cognitive interviews. Cognitive interviews
corresponded to Phase 2 of the larger project, and the Arabic language research protocol
had previously been tested during Phase 1 Focus Groups.
Participants

Participants were recently arrived Syrian adults living in urban communities
across Portugal. Eligibility criteria included (1) having Syrian nationality or background
(e.g., stateless Palestinian refugees from Syria), (2) being 18-year-old or older, (3) being
in Portugal for a minimum of six months, and (4) being Arabic speaker with English or
Portuguese fluency. Prospective participants were excluded if they manifested acute
psychological distress or had apparent cognitive deficits. The sample was recruited across
continental Portugal through a combination of intentional and snowball sampling. A total
of 40 individuals were interviewed between January and May 2019, with one Kurdish
man dropping out after becoming distressed during the interview. The final sample thus
consisted of 39 participants: 20 men (51.3%) and 19 women (48.7%) between the ages of
19 and 37 (M = 27.1; SD = 4.8). Thirty-one individuals were student refugees (i.e.,
beneficiaries of higher education programs for refugees), five were relocated from
Greece, and three were spontaneous asylum-seekers. Participants’ median length of stay
in Portugal was 32.7 months (SD = 27.9), ranging from 11 to 67 months. Twenty-four
student refugees travelled directly to Portugal largely from Beirut, whereas the remaining
15 individuals spent between two and 59 months in transit, with a mean of 23.2 months
(SD = 18.3). Thirty-four participants were single (87.2%) and five (12.8%) were married.
Eighty-four percent (n = 33) had some form of higher education, including doctoral (n =
2, 5.1%), master’s (n = 11, 28.2%) and bachelor’s (n = 18, 46.1%) degrees, and the
remaining six (15.4%) had 12th grade education. Family-inherited religious background
was: Muslim-Sunni (n = 16, 41.0%), Muslim-other/non-specific (n = 8, 20.5%), Alawite
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(n =7, 17.9%), Ismaili (n = 2, 5.1%), Druze (n = 2, 5.1%), Christian-Catholic (n = 2,
5.1%), and Christian-Orthodox (n = 2, 5.1%).
Materials

The study protocol included: (1) a sociodemographic questionnaire developed
for the purposes of the study and administered as a structured interview; and (2) a semi-
structured interview designed to guide participants through posttraumatic reappraisals of
beliefs, goals, and sense of purpose. The Syrian war was set as baseline for a pre- and
post-trauma global meaning structure, and individuals were invited to reflect on changes
to their cognitions and self through the opening question, “when you think back on your
life before the war and now, can you describe how it changed?” Subsequent questions
invoked changes to specific aspects of global meaning. For example, on eliciting
narratives about sense of purpose, the question “what was life about before the war?”
invoked pre-trauma cognitions, with the following probes if participants appeared stuck:
“what is it that you lived for before the war, and what is it that you live for now?”
Procedures

Due to the target population being recently arrived, expected high exposure to
extreme trauma and significant stressors, and reported research fatigue among the
community, outreach strategies were iteratively discussed with, and mediated by, key
community leaders and resettlement agencies. Arabic language information materials
were disseminated through leaders’ and agencies’ informal networks, and through
postings on the research project’s social media accounts (e.g., Facebook). Study materials
were developed in English, forward translated to Arabic by a Syrian research consultant,
and pre-tested in Focus Groups prior to data collection. To accommodate concerns
expressed by participants during protocol pre-testing related to anonymity within the
community, individual interviews were conducted without assistance of an Arabic
language interpreter, in either English or Portuguese according to participant fluency.
Print Arabic versions of all materials were available to participants. Detailed community-,
trauma-, and ethics-informed findings from research protocol testing are published
elsewhere (Matos, Indart et al., 2022b).

All interviews were conducted by the Lisbon-based Lead Researcher (first
author) who is experienced in interviewing survivors of refugee trauma, and who
travelled to meet participants in the northern cities of Braga, Guimaraes and Oporto (n =

18), in central Aveiro and Coimbra (n = 10) and the capital Lisbon (n = 10), and southern
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Evora (n = 1). Researcher and participants met in quiet places of participants’
convenience, namely university offices or city parks, for an average of 90 min, and
interviews were audio recorded. Prior to enrolling, individuals were informed of the
purpose of the study and the voluntary nature of their participation. Bounds of anonymity
and confidentiality of information were reviewed, and individuals were given an
opportunity to ask questions and clarify any doubts prior to signing consent forms.
Although the purpose of the interview was not to narrate PTEs, there was potential for
distress and retraumatization as participants reflected on past events and the impact of
those experiences on their global meaning. The sample was thus instructed on the nature
of symptoms and normal reactions to the retelling of their stories and informed of the
possibility of being referred for pro-bono psychosocial support, as needed. At the end of
the interview, participants were offered a €10 gift card. Interview follow-up included a
message to check on participant wellbeing after revisiting their past for the purposes of
the research. The study received ethics approval by ISPA—Instituto Universitario’s
Ethics Committee (Ref. D/004/09/2018).
Data Analysis

Audio recordings were transcribed, participants’ names were replaced and
coded, and transcriptions were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006).
Park’s (2010) meaning-making model provided the structure to analyze participants’
cognitive reappraisal trajectories in relation to the war as the collective traumatic event.
To encompass an array of different perspectives, the data analysis team included refugee
trauma and psychological adjustment researchers (first and fifth authors, respectively),
one qualitative methodologies instructor (second author), and two research assistants
(RASs) trained in thematic analysis. The first author conducted a first in-depth review of
all interview transcripts and created the initial coding, which was preliminarily organized
into potential themes that were reviewed and discussed with the co-authors. Using the
preliminary thematic map, the RAs analyzed the data set, meeting regularly with the first
and second authors to discuss discrepancies, reach consensus, and ensure consistency.
Considering the scope of the study, themes were reorganized following the main
components of the meaning-making model as a trajectory. Transcripts were examined to
identify trajectories of community-informed meaning, i.e., cognitive processing narrated
as a collective experience, in relation to the Syrian war as the overall stressor. Data were
managed and analyzed using MAXQDA 20 software (VERBI Software, 2019). In the
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context of the current study, themes pertaining to psychological distress or to individual
reappraisal processes were excluded from the analysis. Throughout both phases of
analysis, team members met regularly to review findings, refine themes and subthemes,
and discuss narratives that deviated from the thematic map, which gave credence to the

diversity of individuals’ meaning-making experiences.
Results

Data were organized in four sections: pre-war meaning systems; appraisals of the
war; cognitive reappraisals of shattered meanings; and changes in psychological
functioning. Themes are discussed in each section and, where subthemes were identified,
in the interest of text fluency, they are named in the introductory paragraph and
subsequently examined as elements of the overall theme. Figure 3 shows the Thematic
Map of identified themes and subthemes with arrows illustrating possible trajectories of
cognitive processing.

Pre-War Meaning Systems

Participants spoke of their lives prior to the onset of the war and reflected on
three themes of the collective self: Collective identity (subthemes: Muslim; Syrian/Arab),
Beliefs about Syria (subthemes: Beautiful and diverse; Peaceful and prosperous;
Historically targeted by outside powers), and Community- and family-informed life goals
(subthemes: Living a normal and peaceful life; Family and community expectations).
Collective Identity

Participants emphasized two intertwined aspects of their collective identity
pertaining to religion and to their Syrian cultural identities. With a large majority Muslim
sample, being “Muslim by heritage” (AK, woman, 31) was a sentiment expressed by
several participants, who spoke of being raised in religious families that often conformed
to cultural expectations. Despite her family not being “really religious,” 23-year-old GH
reported that “we pray and everything like all Syrians.” Religion shaped identities and
community relations: “on Friday, everyone goes [to the mosque] to meet their friends and
talk with each other. They’re not going because of the religion” (BS, man, 27).

Beliefs about Syria

The cultural context provided the structure through which to live and interpret
life. Prior to the onset of the war, Syria was predominantly — proudly and longingly —
recollected as beautiful and diverse, as well as peaceful and prosperous. As with many

others, BM (woman, 26) spoke of wealth and prosperity, “everything was available to us,
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anything you can dream of, you could get before the war,” whereas KK (woman, 30)
emphasized its cosmopolitan nature, “in Syria, the diversity is amazing! In Damascus,
especially. You are walking down the street, you can see girls with skirts, girls with hijab,
(...) the diversity is really amazing.” On the other hand, there were some participants who
reflected on the cycles of violence in the region and Syria’s predestination to be targeted
by other powers. One woman explained, “if you look at the history, you’ll see so much
aggression. Wars and stuff. This is something that is transmitted over generations” (AK,
woman, 31), and the sentiment was echoed in the words of another participant who stated,
“we are under attack, always” (NM, man, 27).
Community- and Family-Informed Life Goals
Participants admitted to rarely giving much thought to how they expected their

lives to develop. Most envisaged living a normal and peaceful life, which included
studying, getting a house, marrying, having children, etc., which one participant equated
to living regular lives “like in Portugal right now” (Al man, 25). He added: “we had our
routines, go to work, university, meet our family and friends”. Life essentially conformed
to family and cultural expectations, which MS (man, 32) equated to “[living] by inertia,
moving with the culture, doing what everybody else did.”
Appraisal of the Syrian War

We examined participants’ accounts for perceived extent of threat, causes of the
war, implications for the future of the community, and acceptance and integration of the
event. Three themes were identified and are discussed below: Shattered past life
(subtheme: Staying in Syria no longer an option), Search for meaning (subthemes:
Meeting to discuss the war; ‘Why us [Syrians]?’; No time to think; Ongoing and
prolonged search; and ‘What if there had been no war?’), and Meaning of the war
(subthemes: Opportunity for change; Brewing tensions in the community; Conflict fueled
by corrupt powers; and Acceptance).
Shattered Past Life

“When the war started, everything changed” (BS, woman, 32). The onset of the
war in 2011 caused severe violation of participants’ expectations of safety and
predictability, and shattered life’s continuity. Participants drew a clear before-and-after
the war line where pre-war lives were largely recalled with longing, and the growing
violence and terror around them, forced confinements, and severe disruptions of their

daily lives were retold with shock and disbelief. NM (man, 27) emphasized his alarm by
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stating: “I was living the maximum happiness I could. Going through something that
threatened my life or losing things I used to [take for granted] was a big shock for me.”
Participants discussed the sudden—for some—or progressive—for others—realization
that what they had idealized for the future had ceased being an option, and that their
ability to “complete” their lives in Syria was no longer a possibility. Flight decisions were
informed by perceived imminent danger, men’s fear of being forcibly recruited into the
army, collapsing systems and institutions and ensuing lack of future prospects, and
realization of the community’s mass exodus. One participant explained that, although she
had always considered the possibility of one-day studying in Europe, with the war, that
was “no longer just an option, it’s a need. What small opportunity you had to stay [in
Syria], is now gone. You need to go” (ME, woman, 30).
Search for Meaning

The extreme nature of the conflict and repeated challenges to pre-war assumptions
triggered in Syrians the need to make sense of the events around them. Because the
experience was not just personal, it needed to be examined and interpreted by and within
the collective. In our sample, participants reported meeting in small groups to discuss the
war, whether within the family or with their friends and others in the community, and, as
such, attempting to understand what was going on and find a narrative that helped fit the
war into their worldviews. BS (woman, 32) explained: “we had deep discussions about
these things. In our small places, we could analyze what was going on. We noticed that it
was a big countries game.”

A common formulation as individuals sought comprehensibility amidst the war
entailed asking why, articulated not just in the singular (i.e., why me?), but in the plural
(i.e., why us?). “What was happening to us raised a lot of questions,” painfully recalled
AG (man, 36), “why? Why us? Why me? Why my family? Why are these things
happening?” Other ruminative formulations included questioning the fairness and justice
of it all, which, in a majority Muslim country, included reaching out to God and
examining their religious beliefs. KK (woman, 30) observed: “with the war, people
started to lose their faith. Everybody started asking, ‘why is this happening? Oh God.
Where’s God?’ Just like, ‘if there is a God, He would not allow this to happen.’”

As the war expanded and became protracted, these ruminative processes
appeared to subside or be purposefully postponed as individuals and the community

focused on survival and the daily challenges of life in wartime. One man described the
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barrage of information and exposure to extreme events on a daily basis that led him to
question his pre-war beliefs about the community:

At the time, I didn’t have time to ask myself [why], because we were just

receiving information, watching the news, trying to understand what was going

on, why people are getting killed, disappearing, why people became zombies
suddenly and started killing others. This was hard for me because we were

always a country where people loved each other. (NM, man, 27)

The narrative that had sustained individuals during the challenges of the war was
subsequently challenged by the compounding forced migration experience, which
appeared to reactivate searches for comprehensibility and significance. There were some
participants who shared distressing accounts of wanting to find purpose in their
experiences, often amidst significant living difficulties in Portugal. Filled with sorrow,
RA (woman, 36) stated: “We were forced to leave our country. The future we were
building there. [Others] didn’t have to leave their countries. They didn’t go through these
things.”

In trying to find worth in their suffering, one final element in the search for
meaning emerged, as some participants shared occasionally contemplating what their
lives would have been as if had there been no war. Our sample was largely composed of
individuals who were adolescents and coming into adulthood as the war broke, which led
participants to reflect on their developmental time and how the conflict had shaped their
sense of self. ME (woman, 30) explained: “let’s say in a virtual reality there was no war.
Would I have developed the same way or am I this way because of war?” The forced
migration experience compounded by forced separation from loved ones led YK (woman,
25) to wonder what life would have been like if had had she been born in Portugal, a
country with no war, where she could be “with [her] family, and all [her] friends.” She
added: “what if I didn’t have to separate from anyone I love?”

Meaning of the War

The war began with an uprising within the larger regional context of the Arab
Spring and was largely welcomed as an opportunity for change. There was a shared
community purpose and hope that the uprise would lead to needed “change [in] the
institutions, change [in] the mentality,” (SH, man, 37). In a hope- and excitement-filled
account, AK (man, 24) explained how the revolution made room for needed growth and

knowledge in the society: “there were really good ideas. People teaching each other about
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civil society, separation of religion and state laws, how we can have human rights. All
these human rights that we had no idea about!”

However, as the violence escalated, the need to create narratives that helped
Syrians make sense of the war increased. Many participants initially appraised the war as
being the result of brewing tensions in the community and fueled by corrupt powers.
Despite living in peaceful coexistence, as some knew, and others realized, “there was a
sort of aggression between Syria’s sub-communities that was there for years, which no
one had addressed” (SH, man, 37). As the conflict grew and worsened, participants spoke
of realizing that they were pawns in a game controlled by political and religious powers
that fomented discord in the community. Even if unable or unwilling to assign blame
beyond naming an overpowering “they”, YK (woman, 25) expressed her frustration as
follows: “they made people fight against each other. (...) And it’s a game. I don’t know
the rules of this game, but it’s a dirty game. And they are playing with souls.” The
process of uncovering the perceived truth evidenced by war was lengthy for some, with
NM (man, 27) admitting that it had “[taken him] a long time to realize the bad things the
regime was doing,” whereas for a number of others watching “the army shooting people”
(MA, man, 30) was the trigger for their own realization. Especially concerning in a
majority-Muslim society was the perception, by the community, of the part religious
groups and leaders, both in Syria and elsewhere in the Arab world, played in the war. AK
(woman, 30), who was then a practicing Sunni Muslim, stated: “we started to see — me
and the community, my friends, my family — how religious leaders were involved in the
conflict. So we lost trust in these people.”

Despite perceiving significant discrepancies between the events around them and
their pre-war beliefs about Syria and their community, some participants were able to
integrate and narrate the war as inevitable, and accommodate it within cyclical,
generational violence. Several individuals provided similar narratives of regional
geopolitics, where their homeland was perceived as a target. SS (woman, 28) stated: “we
were raised to know that we were living near the enemy, which is Israel. So, we always
knew that there was going to be a war. Now, later, it’s going to happen.” Despite the
preparedness for war, the escalating violence defied expectations. MK (man, 22), who at
the beginning of the war was 14 years old, promptly referred back to family-inherited
Syrian history: “I understood [what was happening] right away, because my parents went

through something similar in the 1980s. Similar, but not as devastating.”
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Lastly, as the war progressed, it overwhelmingly became too absurd to
comprehend, and yet something with which they had to learn to live. In their youth and
despite living under constant threat, numerous individuals recounted defying parental
instructions to stay home, accepting the possibility of death, as well as painfully realizing
that they had learned to accept and live with the horrors of war: “The first time I saw
people dead was hard. But the worst was when | got used to [emphasis added] seeing
people dead” (NM, man, 27).

Cognitive Reappraisals of Shattered Meanings

“I think the war plays a big role in questioning what you believe in.” With this
statement, MA (man, 27) insightfully captured the meaning-making processes triggered
by the war as an event that overwhelmed individuals’ cognitive structures. Wartime
trauma and daily stressors, and the difficulties associated with displacement were
repeatedly appraised against participants’ global meaning structures. We identified two
themes of wartime meaning reappraisals — Lost collective self and Loss of faith and trust
in others — and five themes of reappraisals in resettlement: Learned suspicion and loss of
trust; Learned community helplessness (subthemes: Syria and Syrians at the mercy of
others; and “the world pities Syria”); Ambivalent sense of belonging; New opportunities
for self-realization (subtheme: Learned ambivalence in worldviews); and Reappraised
purpose (subthemes: Duty to give back; Fight for a better life; Work for social change;
and Restore sense of self).

During the War

Lost Collective Self. The war was understood as having created or evidenced
tensions along religious and political lines, which were hard to reconcile with pre-war
community beliefs and sense of a cohesive collective. As neighbors and colleagues turned
on each other, “you realize that something was wrong from the beginning” (MZ, man,
28), and that Syrians’ previously harmonious lives were, in fact, “a lie”. As with AK
(man, 24), many felt that the collective self had been artificially held together through
repression: “we lived in a lie. That we are a unity, we are one piece. Actually, people
hated each other, inside, deeply. We were just not allowed to say it.” Whereas others
longed for their lost beloved community:

We started to feel, ‘oh, he is Sunni, he hates me, and I hate him.” It’s a very bad
thing. Because we have never been like this in Syria. We live with Christians
and Muslim and Kurdish and every religion, and we were very happy. And |
think every person agrees with me. In Syria, we were very happy, but I don’t
know what happened... (BM, woman, 26)
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Loss of Faith and Trust in Others. As the fabric of the community
disintegrated, generalized suspicion took hold. Participants shared deep, sorrow-filled
accounts of losing faith in their leaders and losing trust in each other. “There was a
feeling of having lost the trust we had”, as GH (woman, 23) put it. She added, “after the
[onset of the] war, I lost faith in my friends,” which carried over into Syrians’ lives in
exile: “I believe that people now have a problem trusting each other.”

In Resettlement

In resettlement, years after initial post-war reappraisals, participants spoke at
length about changed beliefs, goals, and purpose, informed by their new setting.

Suspicion and Loss of Trust. In Portugal, the war continued to be understood as
the result of the will of the regime and religious groups, as well as outside powers. With
some time and geographic distance, some participants assigned blame squarely on their
own community and culture. “We created the war!” decried AK (woman, 31), “we have
to confess that we are responsible for this damage. We throw responsibility around, but
this is craziness! We are an integral part of this war. Our mentality, our vision, our
way...” Suspicion and distrust therefore continued to severely disrupt community
relations. Despite well-intended efforts by host organizations to create spaces for
community dialogue and healing, with unresolved tensions and the war still active,
Syrians did not appear equipped to engage in fruitful dialogue: “we had summer school
this year in my university and there were a lot of Syrians — the theme was “rebuilding
Syria” — and all the time people were arguing and fighting. There was all this tension
because of the war” (GH, woman, 23).

Learned Helplessness. Perceived community helplessness derived from the
realization that the still ongoing war was fueled by geopolitics, where outside countries
continued to dictate the fate of Syria — “[the war] is not in the hands of Syrians anymore.
Maybe we started it, but we can’t finish it now” (MA, man, 24) —, and of Syrians — “my
dream was to study in a US university, because they are the best in the world. But then |
lost my scholarship. I believe they didn’t issue me a visa because I'm Syrian” (MW,
woman, 32). As nationals of the largest refugee-source country, Syrians are often
depicted for their vulnerabilities and weaknesses, which was largely shown to humiliate
and hurt participants’ sense of pride. “Before the war, nobody heard about Syria, but now
everybody talks about us, poor people,” explained BS (woman, 32). SS (woman, 28), who

gave unwavering accounts of the strength of her people and pride in her community and



190

heritage, related feeling hurt when she heard other Syrians in exile say that they do not
want to go back after the war:

Okay, | know our country is not that good and maybe you don’t want to go

back, but don’t say it. Because when other people hear it, they will say, ‘what

kind of country is it that their own people want to leave it?’

Ambivalent Sense of Belonging. As participants attempted to reconcile past
lives and shattered identities with the opportunities before them in the new country, they
struggled with understanding where they now fit in. This theme was characterized by
ambivalence and a diversity of experiences, where most participants were still reconciling
their loss with their newly found affiliations, often negotiated within family and
community expectations. BS (man, 27), who had grown used to the European and
Portuguese cultures and struggled to imagine the possibility of adjusting back to life in
Syria, shared a recent conversation with his mother. As they revisited the delicate subject
of his potential return, she replied: “‘who said you will ever come back?’ She was
prepared for it! She wants me to come back, but she [finally understands] that it’s better
to live here.” Others, such as student refugee ME (woman, 30), conveyed distressing
accounts of lost belonging. After traveling back to Syria for summer break, ME
recounted: “I came here [to Portugal] and didn’t fit in. So I always thought that when I go
back [to Syria] I would fit in more. But I went there and I didn’t. Now I don’t fit
anywhere, and I don’t know what to do.” Lastly, an important few reported opposite-end
allegiances, be it finding, in Portugal, their new home, be it through strengthened
allegiance to the homeland. SS (woman, 28) declared: “I feel more connected to my
homeland! (...) My [Portuguese] boyfriend knows that, for me, Syria is my final
destination.”

New Opportunities for Self-Realization. Students in our sample shared guilt-
laden accounts of attempting to resolve the discrepancy between the destruction caused
by the war and the opportunity the war provided for them to study abroad. They struggled
with the benefit they derived from all the destruction: “there are opportunities because of
the war. I will not say that’s a good thing, but it’s one thing that would never have
happened without the war” (AO, man, 23). As participants discussed negotiated identities
and place in the new country, they narrated rich accounts of the possibilities offered by
the resettlement setting, with many talking about the ability to live free and safe in
Portugal. AO (man, 31) reported telling his fiancée back home that “we can have a good

life [in Portugal], find a good job, and feel safer.” Coming from a majority Sunni-Muslim
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country with strict rules about women’s behavior, some young women passionately
shared experiences of newly found freedom and identity. KK (woman, 30) stated:

I survived a controlled society. | feel like 1 had one life before and now I have a

new life. So, | survived a society where they judge people and judge girls for

what they wear. And now | am free.

When reflecting on beliefs of justice, kindness, or perceived control over one’s
life, participants seldom gave unequivocal answers. As one woman put it when asked if
the world was fair, “it’s like you’re asking me if the world is black or white. I can’t
answer that question. It’s a really wide range of colors!” (AK, woman, 31). This type of
thought process reflected not only the complexity of participants’ experiences, but also
evidenced layered meaning systems. There was ambivalence in worldviews regarding
safety (e.g., “[the world is safe] depending on the country you live in, the people you live
with, and the conditions of your life.”; BM, woman, 26), benevolence (e.g., “there are bad
people who make the world worst, but there are always good people who help others go
through difficult times.”; HH, man, 36), and fairness (e.g., “you don’t think about what is
fair or not fair. You have to think: ‘I have this [scholarship] opportunity and I have to take
care of myself. Nobody else will do it.””’; MS, man, 32).

Reappraised Purpose. Life in resettlement provided a unique opportunity to
rebuild their lives in peace and safety, as well as to restore individuals’ sense of purpose.
Because the majority of participants were working towards graduate and undergraduate
degrees, in our sample, subjective purpose accounts were often informed by their student
refugee identities. “I’m here studying because war happened in my country, because
people suffered, and this is a responsibility that I don’t take lightly. I cannot remove this
from who I am, and I have to give something back” (AO, man, 23). This feeling was
shared by many students, who struggled to reconcile the guilt they felt for their privilege
as beneficiaries of student programs, an overwhelming sense of responsibility to succeed,
and a perceived obligation to work towards Syria’s post-war reconstruction and healing.
In the privacy and anonymity of the research interview, however, a few students guiltily
admitted to having changed their original plans of return: “I don’t think I’m going back.
Honestly, I’ve been thinking about bringing my sisters. Here we can build a better future.
I’'m really sad and I’m sorry for that, but we have to think about our future” (BM, woman,
26).

Having lived through the unpredictability of war and displacement, many

participants learned to be cautious about the future and to focus on immediate, tangible
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goals. As some envisioned a future in Portugal, their lives were now guided by the need
to prove themselves to the host community: “the Portuguese gave me this opportunity of a
lifetime, and I need to prove to them and to the world that I deserve it” (HH, man, 36). In
the case of others, after all the struggles and suffering, their current purpose was informed
by survival and restoration of their pre-war self: “I want to find a job and be totally
independent. Focus on myself, my efforts, my skills. This is my new goal: to return again
to who I once was” (AK, woman, 31).

Changes in Psychological Functioning

Although the lessons learned from the war and the refugee experience led
participants to report often feeling anxious and depressed, with a small number of them
reporting clinically-significant posttraumatic stress disorder (As part of the larger research
study, participants in this sample completed the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire—Arabic
Version [31]. Findings pertaining to prevalence of trauma and PTSD are reported
elsewhere [9]), participants also retold accounts of improved psychological functioning.
There were two themes of positive psychological adjustment: Perceived growth
(subthemes: New skills; and ‘The war made me a better person’; and Feeling at peace).
Perceived Growth

In our largely young, single, student sample, the war and the subsequent safe and
purpose-informed settlement in Portugal created opportunities for self-affirmation and
growth. There were abundant accounts of increased courage, strength, and kindness. RN,
a recently arrived 19-year-old woman explained, “I think that these events were good for
me, because without the war I couldn’t be a strong woman,” whereas another attested to
having “more appreciation for life now” (YK, woman, 25). Another spoke of the newly
acquired freedom and “courage to talk about [her] beliefs” (KK, woman, 31). As
beneficiaries of higher education programs for refugees, several students and former
students also perceived benefits from the new skills acquired. AO (man, 31) summed it up
and spoke of optimism: “here I learned languages, I have new skills, and now I'm
working. So, I look at the future in a really optimistic way.”

The second subtheme was characterized by especially moving and love-filled
narratives: “you feel that you need to be with people who really love you, who really
support you. (...) The war made us more emotional towards each other, more supportive
of each other,” recounted YK (woman, 25). As she integrated the ambivalence of

reappraised worldviews and spoke of learned unfairness, RJ (woman, 27) added: “at the
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same time [the war] makes you a better person, because you suffered a lot and you do not
want someone else to suffer. So, yes, I feel motivated to do more and be better.”
Feeling at Peace

As they wrapped up their interviews, a few participants shared pride-filled
accounts as to how far they had come in the aftermath of a war and forced displacement.
They narrated ways in which they had been able to integrate their past into their rebuilt
selves. When facing bouts of sadness or distress, AK (man, 24) reminded himself to think

(133

“rationally”. He explained, “‘rationally’ means respecting the experience I had. (...) It
built me. I’'m a different person. I told you, I'm proud of this journey.” Despite their
youth, they also gave insightful narratives of healing as a journey fostered by safety,
peace, and kindness in the host country:

When I feel depressed, I close my eyes and remind myself that I’'m in Europe and
that | am actually working on my dreams. So, | always remember that. (...)
People here [in Portugal] surround us and they are very good with us so we can
feel more at peace. So right now, I feel like I’'m healing. (DA, woman, 24)

Discussion

Understanding meaning-making processes in the aftermath of collective violence
as relational and informed by culture, community, and place is essential to advance
evidence-based practices of trauma recovery and healing in refugee populations (Hassan
et al., 2015, Kevers et al., 2020; Sorgen, 2015). This study examined meaning appraisals
as collectively and socially construed, in a sample of Syrian refugees living in Portugal.
Although we used a pre-war/post-migration structure in the interviews to access changed
cognitions, most participants were able to provide rich accounts of their journeys in
meaning: from pre-war assumptions about the community and the collective self, through
initial and evolving appraisals of the war while in Syria, perceived violations of and
discrepancies from pre-war community assumptions, revisited need to seek
comprehensibility and significance, and wartime reappraisal of shattered meanings. Once
in Portugal, meaning-making narratives were revisited with the distance allowed by time,
and informed by the new settlement and community, new stressors, and individuals’ lived
experiences. These narratives contributed to concurrent positive and negative meanings-

made and subsequently to posttraumatic psychological adjustment.
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Our sample was generally young, with participants coming into late
adolescence/early adulthood at the onset of the war, and also highly educated. The latter
was unsurprising considering Syria’s massive investment in higher education
opportunities, especially for women and in the fields of science and technology
(Watenpaugh et al., 2013). Albeit not an intentional recruitment strategy, the majority of
participants were graduate and undergraduate students arriving under the Portuguese
Government’s Global Platform for Syrian Students (GP4SY'S), which was created in 2013
to provide safe access to higher education opportunities for Syrians affected by war
(GP4SYS, 2019). The inclusion of war-exposed individuals regardless of refugee and
derivative statuses enriches our understanding of the diversity of arriving communities’
lived experiences and counters all-encompassing and constraining legal categories that
may silence individual and sub-group perspectives (Smet et al., 2019). This is especially
important for Syrian forced migrants, whose multiple group identities and belongings
have been shown to be protective and to help provide a sense of identity continuity in
exile (Smeekes et al., 2017).

Participants’ meaning-making trajectories were examined in relation to the war
as the overall collective stressor, despite individual exposure to different types of
potentially shattering trauma and losses and focused on perceptions of the collective self
and community functioning. Pre-war beliefs were often prefaced with “we always knew
that,” followed by aligned statements about regional geopolitics, which offered an initial
narrative structure into which to integrate the war. However, as the conflict expanded and
violence intensified, previous assumptions about a unified collective were violated and
perceived as flawed and maintained by a repressive regime that quieted dissent (Al
Azmeh et al., 2020). In our study, the overall forced migration aspect of participants’
experience was painfully articulated as losing an imagined future in Syria, which required
reworking shattered life goals that were informed by community and family expectations,
and thus simply described as living “normal lives”. As proposed by the meaning-making
model, the war was progressively perceived as discrepant from pre-2011 beliefs about the
country and the collective self, prompting, in Syrians, the need to make sense of the
events. Search for meaning entailed two processes—search for comprehensibility and
search for significance—which have been posited to occur sequentially (Park, 2010), but
may, as we observed, not only be concurrent but also reinitiated and revisited with

displacement and new social context. Participants’ initial appraisals of the war often
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entailed relational processing through, likely adaptive (Hassan et al., 2015), small-group
discussions with family and friends where they attempted to build a narrative that helped
explain and integrate the conflict. This need for comprehensibility was often triggered
through plural “why us?” formulations, as individuals sought to understand the
implications of the war, not just for themselves but for the community. This finding aligns
with previous studies with refugee populations reporting analogous community-informed
verbalizations (Tuval-Mashiach & Dekel, 2014).

One salient aspect of this search pertained to the urge many felt to see worth in
the war and in their post-war lived experiences. This intentional cognitive reframing
evidenced the disruption the war had imposed on prior expectations of continuity (Fivush
et al., 2017) and, when revisited, led to mourning-filled contemplations of whom these
early adults might have grown up to be, and the paths their lives would have taken, had
there been no war. To some, these ongoing and distressing search processes were
frequently concomitant with newly found purpose, intentional benefit-finding in the
opportunities provided by life in resettlement, and perceived growth. This finding
suggests that individuals with layered meaning systems, subject to cumulative PTES that
differentially violate specific cognitions (Chung et al., 2017; Matos, Agua et al., 2022),
and with unresolved meaning searches can experience both growth and distress
throughout their meaning-making trajectories (Steger et al., 2015).

Much as with the war, shattered beliefs and goals also required reappraisals at
different points in the journey, thus confirming our two initial propositions that meaning-
making is both a trajectory and a dynamic process that can be triggered by new violations
or by a setting that allows survivors time to make meaning of their pasts. In the early
months and years after resettlement, refugees are often focused on the daily challenges of
adjusting to their new lives with little ability to address past losses and trauma and to
engage in difficult reflections (Hynie, 2018). This form of avoidant coping, which can
temporarily be adaptive despite associated poorer mental health outcomes (Huijts et al.,
2012; Seglem et al., 2014), effectively delays cognitive processing until survivors reach a
more favorable social context. In our sample, Portugal was generally reported as a
welcoming and safe country. At the height of the 2015 European refugee crisis,
communities across Portugal had eagerly readied themselves to host arriving refugees
(Observatorio das Migragdes, 2019), and this welcoming context may have provided the

conditions for arriving Syrians to reappraise the world and the self in a positive light.
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Participants’ ambivalent reappraisals of worldviews regarding safety, benevolence, and
fairness, which were frequently prefaced by cautious statements related to geographical
location, luck or other life circumstances, thus suggest that place and host community not
only inform meaning-making processes but also provide sources for meaning itself (Brinn
& Auerbach, 2015).

Considering the centrality of religion to Syrian identity, group belonging, and
place in society (Smeekes et al., 2017), we were surprised by the non-salience of religious
themes in our findings. This may have been in part due to the study’s focus on meaning as
socially and collectively construed, and to participants being recently arrived and not yet
available to engage in more existential meaning-making. Of note, the role religion played
in severing community ties during the war and the loss of trustworthy religious leadership
may have effectively robbed participants of an important dimension of within-group
coping (Ersahin, 2020; Hasan et al., 2018). Because religious beliefs generally offer
relatively stable and accommodating cognitive structures (Park, 2005; Tuval-Mashiach &
Dekel, 2014), it is possible that, with time, individuals will further change their
perceptions of the war and circumstances of displacement to fit pre-war religious
structures. Yet the extent to which religion may have informed this sample’s cognitive
reappraisals of both PTEs and global meaning thus far remains unknown. To help close
this gap, future studies should investigate Syrians’ religion-informed trajectories of
meaning-making as intra- and inter-personal processes and explore the impact of coping
strategies and place of settlement on post-migration religious identity, rituals, and
practices.

In our study, participants’ subjective negative reappraisals about their own
community remained unresolved and a source of significant distress, which reinforced the
uprootedness of the displacement experience and perceived lost sense of belonging (Zeno,
2017). Despite unsuccessful attempts by host organizations in Portugal to create spaces
for dialogue and healing, it is possible that the ongoing war may have prevented students’
ability to begin repairing the shattered cognitions that informed the collective self. The
absence of subnarratives related to social support in resettlement was also surprising
given the significance of the community to Syrians’ identity and the role of social support
is fostering adaptive meaning-making (Henrickson et al., 2013; Park et al., 2017). This

void in the narratives may both justify individuals’ persistent negative reappraisals of



197

beliefs about the community (i.e., meaning-making as output), as well as be conducive to
maladaptive psychological adjustment (i.e., meaning-making as process).

Although it is possible that the ongoing war and recent arrival to Portugal may
have contributed to incomplete meaning-making processes at the time of data collection,
the coexistence of negative, positive, and ambivalent meanings-made points to meaning-
making in the aftermath of refugee trauma as a dynamic process with no defined end,
where collective identity and narrative are reshaped both over time and across generations
(Frounfelker et al., 2020; Kelmendi et al., 2020). Living free and in peace in resettlement
provided our youthful, single, and student-majority sample ample opportunities for
agency and growth. The goal of working towards a university degree may have been
protective against some of the challenges of forced migration (Crea, 2016) and greatly
informed students’ subjective sense of purpose, despite often struggling with
overwhelming sense of responsibility and guilt over deriving any benefit from such a
devastating event as the war. Increased compassion, changed priorities, and
preoccupation with the common good, whether by using their newly acquired skills
towards post-war reconstruction or giving back to both home and host communities, may
provide pathways to restore a lost sense of collective self and promote posttraumatic
growth (Shakespeare-Finch et al., 2014).

Thus far, mental health research with Syrian refugees has mostly centered on
negative psychological outcomes of exposure to collective trauma for the self and the
community (Hendrickx et al., 2020). This qualitative study focused on eliciting
community-informed meaning-making processes that conduce to positive psychological
adjustment. The study makes important contributions to the literature that stress the
decisive role that host communities can play in promoting adaptive adjustment when
refugees are provided with safe opportunities for self-realization. Although the Syrian war
disrupted community ties, reversed family roles, and led to the loss of home, country,
humanity, and dignity (Chung et al., 2017; Zeno, 2017), our findings suggest that the
need some participants felt to seek deeper meaning in their experiences through purposive
meaning-making processes may have led them to perceiving growth in their restored
selves. Manifestations of posttraumatic growth included increased empathy and courage,
new possibilities, sense of pride in their journeys, and greater appreciation for life
(Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004) that align with recent studies with Syrian refugees (Simsir

et al., 2021). In line with the posttraumatic growth literature, these subjective positive
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changes require a significant level of shattering of previous cognitions, which the war
provided, and the subsequent integration of the past into a coherent narrative (De Castella
et al., 2013). This process was incisively articulated by one participant as the need he felt
to respect his own experience, which “built” him.

Our work makes important contributions to the meaning-making literature by
introducing a trajectory analysis of meaning-making from pre-trauma global meaning
through post-settlement psychological adjustment. Theoretical propositions suggest that
meaning-making occurs within the context of the culture and the community (Park et al.,
2017), which is especially important for individuals belonging to collectivist societies and
survivors of community-impacting trauma. By focusing on community and collective
processing and analyzing meaning as a journey, our findings suggest that: meaning-
making is dynamic and occurs at different points throughout displacement according to
individual and community circumstances and lived experiences; the integrated meaning-
making model is robust and sufficiently comprehensive and flexible to capture the
experiences of non-Western survivors of collective, cumulative trauma; and survivors of
refugee trauma can make both adaptive and maladaptive reappraisals of cognitive-specific
stressors, which subsequently contribute to coexisting positive and negative psychological
adjustment.

This study is not without limitations. Participants were interviewed eight years
after the onset of the war, therefore their retrospective recollections of pre-war and
wartime beliefs and goals are likely influenced by multiple biases, including individually
experienced traumas, displacement journeys, and life circumstances. Further, although in
some ways having a sample comprised primarily of student refugees was advantageous in
terms of participants’ abilities to give in-depth accounts of their meaning-making
processes, this group’s experiences may not be representative of those of other war-
exposed Syrians living in Portugal, despite the sample’s geographic diversity and our
attempts to include Syrian nationals regardless of legal status. The interviews were not
conducted in participants’ native Arabic, which may have posed difficulties for
participants to fully and accurately express the nuances of their meaning-making efforts.
Lastly, this study only focused on the impact of the war as baseline for meaning violation
and on meaning trajectories related to the collective, and hence does not represent the
totality of individuals’ meaning-making experiences, including the wealth of individually-

experienced traumas, intrapersonal reappraisals, and coping strategies, namely those
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related to religion, faith, and spiritual dimensions of healing, that may facilitate or hinder
adjustment. Future research should investigate intrapersonal meaning-making trajectories
in the aftermath of the collective trauma, including reappraisals in transit countries, to
comprehensively capture refugees’ journeys in meaning.
Conclusions

The Syrian war has profoundly and critically severed community ties and
Syrians’ collective identity. Adaptive meaning-making of those shattered cognitive
structures will require ongoing and iterative reappraisals, possibly over generations, as
displaced Syrians attempt to make sense of the war, find benefit in their experiences, and
rebuild narratives that can restore their lost sense of self. Host communities are key to
promoting adaptive psychological adjustment, by providing: welcoming and safe places
that help repair refugees’ lost sense of humanity and rebuild community trust; designing
host programs that incorporate opportunities for self-realization and purpose (e.g., access
to higher education or to meaningful jobs); and providing healing opportunities for
within- and inter-community exchanges that help facilitate meaning-making and

psychological growth in survivors of refugee trauma.
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Psychological adjustment to the refugee experience is influenced by numerous
factors, including pre-flight trauma exposure, sociodemographic characteristics, cultural
aspects, as well as current and ongoing stressors. Chief among these factors is refugees’
ability to make meaning of their experiences and integrate them into a coherent life
narrative that restores comprehensibility and significance to their lives. To date, the
integrated meaning-making model proposes the most comprehensive theoretical
framework for psychological adjustment to trauma, incorporating important — but often
overlooked — determinants of adjustment, such as event appraisals, meanings-made, or the
dynamic nature of meaning-making trajectories (Steger & Park, 2012; Park, 2010).
Recent studies evaluating positive psychological adjustment in refugee samples have
generally supported propositions that these survivors of complex, community-impacting,
extreme events can experience improved psychological wellbeing (Chan et al., 2016;
Jafari et al., 2022). And yet, the cognitive processes that refugees use to repeatedly reduce
perceived violations and associated distress, as well as restore meaning remain largely
unaddressed; neither has research been conducted that comprehensively investigates the
content of refugees’ meaning structures nor the intrapersonal and relational dimensions of
meaning-making.

The present dissertation aimed to address these gaps several ways. First, by testing
the applicability of a Western-developed psychological adjustment model and its related
constructs to Middle Eastern survivors of complex trauma. This was a crucial first step to
prevent imposing Western norms on non-Western trauma survivors and to contribute to
the operationalization of the model as applied to other populations. Second, by addressing
the totality of the refugee experience, and not just premigration extreme trauma, as having
the potential to shatter global meaning, thus expanding the refugee trauma literature to
encompass subjective perceptions of trauma. Third, by using mixed-methods to explore
perceived meaning violations, which helps move the field forward as it (a) offers an
innovative perspective to the cross-cultural adaptation of psychological instruments and
(b) contributes to operationalize a key element on which cognitive adaptation theories and
models rest, that is, the assumption that significant shattering of core beliefs is required
for individuals to eventually perceive psychological benefits, including posttraumatic
growth, in the aftermath of trauma. Fourth, by exploring meaning-making as a process
and not simply an outcome, and using qualitative methodology to help capture the breadth

of individuals’ experiences. Lastly, and despite meaning-making being essentially an
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intrapsychic process, by examining meaning-making trajectories through a relational and
community-informed lens, which provides important insight into how refugee
communities rebuild themselves and reframe collective narratives.

Informed by the meaning-making model, in the present dissertation, we thus
aimed to identify the key determinants of psychological adjustment in a sample of Syrian
refugees resettled in Portugal, with the purpose of informing evidence-based practice,
policy, and research. In Chapter 2, a review of empirical studies was conducted to assess
the evidence-based knowledge of different meaning-making components that
subsequently informed data collection. Given the potential vulnerability of refugee
populations as research subjects, in Chapter 3, trauma- and ethics-informed issues related
to the two-phase study protocol design and implementation were explored. In Chapter 4,
mixed-methods were used to assess determinants of psychological distress in
resettlement, namely exposure to traditional refugee trauma events (e.g., war or torture),
as well as significant daily hardships throughout flight journeys, and to examine the
prevalence of posttraumatic stress disorder and symptoms of depression and anxiety.
Chapter 5 provided a detailed overview of the cross-cultural adaptation of the Global
Meaning Violations Scale (GMVS) for use with Arabic-speaking refugees. The resulting
GMVS-ArabV was used to assess the extent to which trauma exposure had shattered
refugees’ beliefs and goals. Lastly, Chapters 6 and 7 both qualitatively examined
meaning-making trajectories: the former based on intrapersonal processes informed by
Islam as Syrian Muslims’ core cognitive structure; and the latter based relational
processes informed by a sense of collective identity. Positive psychological adjustment
was analyzed through Chapter 7 findings.

In the following sections, we will provide a brief overview of each chapter’s main
findings as they relate to the objectives described in the Introduction. Major findings and
contributions to the operationalization of meaning-related constructs will then be
discussed, along with suggestions for future lines of inquiry, which will be followed by a
summary of the study’s main limitations. The chapter will end with implications of the

present work for practice and policy.
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Summary of Findings

To address Objective 1 and evaluate the conceptual equivalence and applicability
of the model to the target population two steps were taken. Step 1 (Chapter 2) entailed a
review of empirical studies that investigated specific aspects of meaning in refugee
samples, in research that largely focused on addressing overall determinants of refugee
mental health. Although only a few studies were available, and none with Syrian samples,
this exercise provided important clues into how the theoretical model might be
operationalized with these populations. Investigating meaning-making as a journey
instead of an end-point, examining individual as well as community-informed processes,
and exploring what triggers meaning searches were suggested as being particularly
relevant in the case of refugee populations. Step 2 (Chapters 3 and 5) addressed the
preliminary testing of constructs. Given the cultural, language, and traumatic diversity of
the target population, a Committee of Experts was gathered that included, on the one
hand, refugee community leaders, resettlement and community organizations, cultural
mediators, and key stakeholders in Portugal, who counseled on culture, language,
outreach, and logistical issues during project design and implementation, and, on the
other hand, Syrian and Arab mental health scholars and practitioners based in Portugal,
US, Jordan, and Germany, who advised on the cross-cultural adaptation and equivalency
of constructs. Preliminary findings supported the suitability of constructs and model to
explain Syrian refugees’ psychological adjustment to trauma. The concept of having a set
of core beliefs and goals that provide a lens through which to interpret life experiences
and inform one’s sense of purpose or meaning appeared to adequately represent study
participants’ experiences; so did the cognitive reappraisal processes triggered by
perceived meaning discrepancies and associated distress when faced with extreme events.
Despite the complexity of the psychological constructs and processes, these findings,
informed by the review of the literature, committee expert opinions, and validity evidence
based on response processes during Phase 1 Focus Groups (FG), effectively allowed the
research protocol to be implemented during Phase 2 individual interviews.

Chapter 4 used mixed-methods to investigate the prevalence of pre- and
postmigration potentially-traumatic events (PTEs) as potential sources of meaning
violations and therefore as determinants of psychological distress. This allowed us to
address Objective 3. Despite the sample being largely composed of student-refugees, who

benefited from safe pathways to resettlement in Portugal, our findings revealed exposure



212

to significant numbers of different life-threatening events, including torture, with 25% of
the overall sample endorsing diagnostic criteria for posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
eight years after the beginning of the war. In addition to the traditionally documented
extreme war trauma events, the study provided important insight into wartime daily
stressors and postflight state-sponsored host conditions, status of the ongoing conflict,
and temporary returns to Syria as sources of global meaning violations, and hence
important determinants of ongoing distress.

Global meaning violations were assessed through mixed-methods in Chapter 5. To
meet Objective 4, we cross-culturally adapted Park and colleagues’ (2016) GMVS and
used the GMVS-ArabV to guide us in assessing the extent global beliefs’ and goals’
violations in relation to the Syrian war as overall baseline event. This work makes two
significant contributions to the literature. On the one hand, it helps advance the field of
cross-cultural adaptation of psychological instruments by using a combination of
quantitative and qualitative methods to assess the extent to which respondents understand
item content, language, and response scale, and, ultimately, ensure that participants access
the constructs addressed in the instrument. On the other hand, it contributes to the
literature on psychological adjustment to trauma by helping operationalize meaning
violations as a stand-alone construct, as applied to non-Western populations. Although
the war provided the baseline for meaning violations and, as expected, war-related events
were found to violate preexisting beliefs and goals, findings from this study confirmed
Chapter 4 suggestions regarding the potential for less objectively-severe daily stressors,
both during wartime and in resettlement, to be capable of shattering specific global
meanings.

Three important Chapter 5 findings subsequently informed this dissertation’s final
two studies. The first pertained to the fact that a pre-/posttrauma (in our case,
prewar/postwar) structure proved insufficient to capture the complexity of meaning
violations in Syrian refugees. Participants narrated still evolving reappraisal journeys that
suggested meaning-making as both a process and an outcome, which suggested the
pertinence of examining meaning-making as a trajectory (Chapters 6 and 7). The second
finding pertained to the centrality of religion in the lives of Syrians: not only did religious
beliefs show lowest violations, but beliefs regarding justice, safety or control, in many
cases, appeared to derive from core religious beliefs. As such, a determination was made

to investigate meaning-making informed by Syrians’ major religion, Islam (Chapter 6).
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The last finding concerned goal violations. In our young, highly educated, largely
student-refugee sample, it was not surprising that the war had significantly violated
educational and career aspirations. However, we also found high associations between
violations of goals related to community and social support and participants’ aspirations
regarding self-acceptance or inner peace, which confirmed the centrality of the collective
to Syrians’ identity. This finding confirmed the need to investigate meaning-making of
the war as a relational process informed by culture, community, and place (Chapter 7).

Chapter 6 comprehensively investigated religious meaning-making trajectories.
Participants narrated complex, dynamic, and often still unresolved intrapersonal appraisal
processes that centered on repeated and severe challenges to religious beliefs over the
course of the war and forced displacement, which triggered recurrent, automatic as well
as deliberate, searches for comprehensibility and significance. To a small few, meaning
violations had proven too extensive to be repaired, leading to complete loss of faith.
Although temporarily adaptive, atheism may become too distressing and unsustainable in
the long-run, given the identity, cultural, and community void left by the loss of such a
core and comprehensive cognitive structure, and thus eventually trigger new meaning-
making processes. At the opposite end of the spectrum, some individuals experienced a
strengthening and reaffirmation of their religious beliefs, which provided pathways to
successful psychological adjustment. Most participants, however, perceived different
degrees of decreased and/or adjusted beliefs and religious practice, which meant that
Islam remained a foundational cognitive structure that provided a source of stability,
identity, and continuity with a pre-war life and self.

Lastly, in Chapter 7, meaning-making trajectories were investigated in relation to
community-informed global meanings, including relational reappraisals, and their impact
on perceived psychological adjustment. Similarly to Chapter 6 findings, community-
informed meaning-making trajectories were prone to being reinitiated and revisited with
time, place, and new stressors, and likely over generations to come. Likewise,
resettlement marked an important turning point in their meaning-making journeys. If on
the one hand, Portugal, a secular Western country, offered freedom and opportunity for
self-affirmation, to practice according to the strength of their beliefs, or even to
temporarily avoid having to make potentially-distressing determinations about unresolved
religious beliefs (see Chapter 6), on the other hand, the welcoming context the sample

found in Portugal may also have provided the conditions to positively reappraise beliefs
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about the (host) community. Major Chapter 7 findings evidenced the co-existence of
positive, negative, and ambivalent meanings-made of trauma, which are expected to
concurrently contribute to negative and positive psychological outcomes, and the decisive
role host communities can play in promoting adaptive adjustment, namely different
dimensions of posttraumatic growth (e.g., greater appreciation for life, new possibilities,

and new self).

Discussion of Findings and Major Implications

The following section discusses the findings and major implications of the present

dissertation, and makes suggestions for future studies.

Is refugee trauma in the eye of the beholder? How does one reconcile
traditional conceptualizations of (refugee) trauma with subjectively-perceived

psychological trauma?

Significant advances have been made in the contemporary literature towards a
more comprehensive understanding of the refugee experience that goes beyond
premigration trauma to define the refugee experience, and perceives postmigration
stressors as additional sources of distress (Heeren et al., 2014; Porter & Haslam, 2005;
Silove et al., 2017). Our results align with this comprehensive view of the refugee
experience but go further, and make contributions to both the refugee trauma literature
and to the evidence-base in support of cognitive worldviews perspectives of PTSD, in a
number of ways. First, as shown in Chapter 4, there was significant prevalence of extreme
trauma events in our sample, including torture. This was surprising given that the
majority of the sample was composed of individuals on student visas, and therefore not
legally refugees, despite their refugee life experiences. This finding has important
implications for practice in host countries and aligns with persistent calls for the need to
screen individuals from refugee source countries for history of trauma and torture, to
ensure access to specialized care regardless of immigration status (Crosby et al., 2006;
Ostergaard et al., 2020). Second, by taking a comprehensive approach to the refugee
experience and using a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods, we found
that both wartime stressors (e.g., restricted access to basic needs and services or loss of
socioeceonomic status) and postmigration daily stressors (e.g., forced separation from

loved ones or the ongoing war), despite not meeting the Diagnostic and Statistical
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Manual of Mental Disorders (5" ed.) threshold for definition of trauma (American
Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013), were subjectively perceived as violating
assumptions of security, identity, control, or idealized future, and therefore constituted
sources of significant distress. Third, and reversely, extreme, objectively traumatizing war
events were recounted by some participants as being, to some extent, congruent with their
expectations and, hence, not traumatizing (Boals, 2018; Larsen & Pacella, 2016). In such
cases, preparedness for war (i.e., expectation that Syria would eventually be afflicted by
war), hope for meaningful sociopolitical changes, and the promise of continuity beyond
life on Earth constituted important protective factors against meaning violations. These
findings suggest that event centrality, that is, the extent to which a stressor is perceived as
threatening to one’s identity or a turning point in one’s life narrative (Bernsten & Rubin,
2007) and, to that end, able to challenge higher- order or superordinate global meanings,
may be more useful than using objective definitions of trauma to determine what is likely
to be traumatic to someone. This finding has important implications for research and
practice and continues to add to an ecological overview of the refugee experience.

What aspects of prewar Global Meaning are central to Syrians’ appraisal of the

war and forced displacement?

The task of comprehensively categorizing the content of Syrian refugees’ global
meaning systems presented not only as virtually insurmountable but, most importantly,
likely ineffectual. Given the complexity of individuals’ global meaning systems and the
exploratory nature of this work, a more effective approach focused on eliciting the aspects
of prewar global meaning that were most relevant for participants to interpret their
experiences (Park, 2010). Because meaning-related constructs are both complex to
operationalize and inherently subjective, we used Park and colleagues’ (2016) proposed
structure of beliefs and goals to prompt participants in their reflections. Participants’
narratives ended up being articulated in reference to the cognitive structures that were
most severely challenged, namely regarding concepts of community, continuity,
controllability, safety, and justice.

Our results indicate eight key aspects of Syrians’ global meaning systems relating
to: global beliefs about (a) identity, (b) justice, (c) control and agency, and (d) religion;
and global goals that pertained to (e) sense of normality, (f) expectations of peace and

safety, (g) intact family and community, and (h) life in the home country.
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Because the Syrian war shattered community ties and challenged beliefs about
country and community, it was not surprising that (a) beliefs about collective identity
became central appraisal lenses (Kira et al., 2019). Group identities were anchored on
religion, community, and culture (i.e., for the most part, being Muslim, Syrian, and Arab),
which structured prewar daily lives, practices, rituals, and aspirations, and were
additionally shaped by internal and regional politics and discourse. Beliefs about (b)
justice and (c) control and agency were also expectedly salient. If on the one hand,
religion, culture, and history informed layered concepts of justice, on the other hand
control and agency appeared to be more prone to violation, given the war’s ability to rob
individuals of any sense of predictability about their lives and to reinforce feelings of
helpless. The last set of beliefs pertained to (d) Islam as a core cognitive structure,
permeating all aspects of Syrians’ lives and providing crucial pathways to interpret
suffering, as demonstrated in Chapter 6.

Life goals are posited to serve as important sources of meaning and therefore
prone to disruption in the aftermath of trauma (Park, 2008; Stein et al., 2009). Very little
research has directly investigated goal violations as determinants of posttraumatic
adjustment, despite recent evidence pointing to its importance, namely in the case of
losses that cannot be undone (Steger et al., 2015; ter Heide et al., 2017). Given the
uprootedness of the refugee experience, we expected goal violations to be particularly
distressing. As such, participants articulated their prewar life goals as assumed states, that
included (e) living “normal” lives — a similar phrasing to that of other war-exposed
refugee communities (e.g., Soussou et al., 2008) —, (f) in safety and in peace, (g) with
family and community intact (i.e., not having to be forcibly separated from loved ones),
and the expectation of being able to (h) “complete” their lives in Syria. These
assumptions were brutally shattered by the war.

These findings contribute to a virtually non-existent body of empirical literature
that, rather than solely assessing posttraumatic appraisals, contributes to an integrated
understanding of meaning-making processes by exploring the cognitive structures most

prone to violation by specific types of events.

Are Situational Appraisals and Meaning Violations useful constructs for

understanding psychological distress and adjustment in Syrian refugees?

One of the central tenets of the integrated meaning-making model contends that it
is the extent of the perceived discrepancy between situational and global meanings that
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determines the intensity of psychological distress experienced by trauma survivors (Park,
2010). However, empirical research and operationalization of these constructs is still in its
early stages, in particular as applied to non-Western populations. As evidenced during
protocol testing in Phase 1, and subsequently confirmed during Phase 2 individual
interviews, the concept of holding core beliefs and life goals that can be shattered (i.e.,
meaning violation) by events appraised as cognitively-discrepant (i.e., situational

meaning) appears to reflect Syrians’ understanding of their experiences.

a. Situational Meaning

Situational meanings, in addition to essentially being (a) intrinsic processes
(George & Park, 2016) were also (b) relationally-built namely through — not always
fruitful (e.g., contentious summer school in Portugal to discuss Syria’s future) —
discussions with others. They were also (c) non-stagnant and therefore susceptible to
being revisited with new traumas or traumatic reoccurrences of the same event, new
information (e.g., learning of a corrupt regime), time (e.g., gradual changes to initial
appraisals), and context (e.g., resettlement in a peaceful country). At the time of data
collection, individuals had created narratives, which were adaptive to different extents, to
explain a war that essentially remained too overwhelming to be integrated, but which
Syrians needed to accept as part of their collective history. Situational appraisals of the
war as a test from God, caused by humans, part of cyclical generational violence, or a big
countries’ game allowed participants to somewhat preserve core cognitive structures. This
finding aligns with theoretical propositions that individuals are more likely to change
situational appraisals rather than global meaning in response to psychologically
overwhelming events (Janoff-Bulman, 1989; Park & Folkman, 1997), as well as with
empirical studies on the role of acceptance of war and dependence on God’s plan in the

context of involuntary displacement to reiterate pre-trauma beliefs (Skalisky et al., 2020).

Given the dynamic, evolving nature of both meaning-making and the refugee
experience, there is an expectation that war and forced mass displacement will continue to
be reappraised in the medium- to long-term, especially given the intergenerational nature
of war trauma (Hussain & Bushan, 2011; Kelmendi et al., 2020). In our sample, these
situational reappraisals may be particularly salient given the expectation that student-
refugees will keep developing a critical consciousness and will be empowered, through
education, to play active roles in the future of their communities (Crea, 2016).

Theoretically, it is expected that individuals will progressively adopt more benign, less
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distressing views of the war and other PTEs (Park & Blumber, 2002). This proposition,
however, needs to be empirically confirmed, especially given that the war will continue to
be narratively shaped and integrated into collective memory over generations (Kelmendi
et al., 2020; Welzer, 2010). We thus contend that situational meaning is not only useful
but also an especially important construct to understand psychological adjustment in
refugees, which merits continued investigation through mixed-methods longitudinal

designs, as a construct in its own right.

b. Meaning Violations

The construct meaning violations entails the shattering of preexisting cognitive
structures, that is, a sudden and violent disintegration of those structures. There were two
major findings that attest not only to the relevance of this construct for understanding
posttraumatic distress and positive adjustment in refugees, but also to the need to continue
its empirical investigation in order to further inform theoretical models. The first refers to
meaning violations as a gradual process and not simply the result of sudden, catastrophic
shattering, since individuals also reported the progressive erosion of global meanings.
This gradual process may be the result of cumulative, multi-incidence exposure that has
the potential to deplete specific cognitions in refugees, but it also suggests an association
between progressively discrepant situational (re)appraisals and the ensuing disintegration
of global meanings. These suggestions should be empirically investigated in future
studies, in particular as applied to refugees and other survivors of complex trauma to
understand the degree of disruption necessary to initiate meaning-making and further
inform theoretical models.

The second major finding relates to the coexistence of both negative and positive
meaning discrepancies. Because we used a list of global meanings (i.e., the GMVS-
ArabV), some participants were able to articulate the extent of the discrepancy as a
measure of benefit (e.g., by adding “+” signs to the global goals or beliefs where the
discrepancy was perceived as positive; see Chapter 5). Given the complexity of
individuals’ meaning systems, it is not surprising that a psychologically-threatening event
can have concurrent positive and negative cognitive changes. One way to think about it is
that, because violations are cognitive-specific, one would not expect a single traumatic
event to concurrently and simultaneously violate all global meanings. It is therefore
possible that meaning violations (i.e., negative meaning discrepancies) likely occur at
higher-order cognitions for the event to be perceived as distressing or traumatic (Tedeschi
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& Calhoun, 2004), while lower-order meanings remain unchanged and/or the discrepancy
IS positive, thus suggesting overlapping rather than mutually-exclusive processes. This
finding aligns with early theoretical suggestions that specific cognitions are expected to
functionally overlap and serve different functions simultaneously (Taylor, 1983), and
questions the value of studying particular cognitive structures in isolation, which risks
providing incomplete pictures of psychological adjustment processes. Additionally, given
that positive and negative changes are not mutually exclusive (see meanings-made in
Chapters 6 and 7), future research should investigate how positive discrepancies may

impact, or be impacted by, ensuing meaning-making processes.

What are the key determinants of search for meaning in the aftermath of

refugee trauma?

According to Park (2010), the core determinants of search for meaning are (1)
discrepant appraisals between the event and preexisting meaning and (2) the intensity of
the ensuing distress. However, little is known about how a specific search is initiated or
what that search entails.

In our research, participants retold complex, reoccurring and overlapping searchs
(see Chapters 6 and 7). These searches entailed both (a) automatic and deliberate, (b)
intra- and interpersonal, (c) immediate and delayed processes that were aimed at (d)
finding comprehensibility and/or significance.

Cognitively-discrepant events triggered (a) automatic searches through “why”
questions (e.g., why is this happening?, why me?, why my family?, why us?) that largely
focused on matters of justice and on the need to make causal attributions and determine
the extent of the threat. Such attributional searches prompted by “why” questions have
been consistently documented in the trauma literature across a broad spectrum of cultural
traditions or types of trauma, including, for example, ethnically-diverse survivors of
intimate partner violence in the US (Lim et al., 2015), Christian women in Australia (de
Castella & Simmonds, 2013), Swedish and South Korean cancer patients (Ahmadi et al.,
2017), Jewish settler survivors of forced relocation (Tuval-Mashiach & Dekel, 2014), or
US college students (e.g., Michael & Snyder, 2005 or Stein et al., 2009), which helps
attest to the universality of meaning-making experiences across different populations.
Automatic, unconscious processes coexisted with deliberate attempts aimed at changing

situational and/or global meanings by striving to: integrate the war and fragmentation of
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country and community into a coherent narrative; reappraise shattered life goals; examine
one’s faith and religious identity; and find purpose in suffering.

Search processes, further to being (b) intrapersonal were also interpersonal. This
relational aspect of meaning construction is especially important in the context of
community-impacting disasters as individuals attempted to build shared narratives that
allowed them to focus on immediate needs despite the chaos around them. Some such
examples included perceiving the war as inevitable or even accepting the possibility of
death. This type of overaccommodation and acceptance of violence as normative,
although temporarily adaptive, is likely to negatively impact psychological adjustment
outcomes in the long-run, should such negative cognitions be sustained. Because
meaning-making of collective trauma is expected to be reconstructed across time and
generations and framed within the community’s sociocultural customs and values
(Kelmendi et al., 2020; Mollica et al., 2015; Puvimanasinghe et al., 2014), it will be
important to monitor how different Syrian communities, both exiled and in-country, will
integrate these massively disruptive events into their collective history and identity.

Over the course of the war and subsequent migration, searches for meaning were
(c) immediately and uncounsciously triggered by particularly distressing events,
cumulative exposure, or even minor contextual stressors that exacerbated the extent of
threat and traumatic reactions. Searches were also routinely delayed as refugees attended
to more pressing needs and left higher-order shattered cognitions to be resolved at a later
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time. This experience of having “no time to think,” “to grieve,” “to feel pain,” “to heal
wounds” (Feldmann et al., 2007; Goodman, 2004; Hebani et al., 2009), or, as one study
participant put it, “to ask [himself] why” (see Chapter 7) is common among war and other
refugee experience survivors, and effectively delayed cognitive processing of shattered
meanings in our sample. Lastly, refugees’ searches were imbued with a need to find both
(d) comprehensibility and significance, that is, making sense of, and finding benefit and
worth in their experiences, not necessarily as sequential processes as proposed by some
scholars (e.g., Janoff-Bulman & Frantz, 1997), but rather as interchangeable, concurrent
processes, prone to being revisited, according to refugees’ emotional and cognitive needs.

In addition to the distress associated with negative situational appraisals, as
proposed by Park (2010), our findings thus suggest a number of other potentially

important determinants of search for meaning at different points in refugees’ journeys.

These determinants include: exposure to additional PTEs; availability of cognitive
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resources to engage in meaning-making of higher-order global meanings; stage of
displacement, where resettlement is expected to provide important opportunities for
meaning-making; social support and ability to include others’ perspectives in the
construal of meaning (see Chapter 7); coping strategies that may facilitate or impede
search processes (see Chapter 6); and, lastly, developmental age, which may have been
particularly salient in our sample, who lived through war during their formative years,
which raised substantial identity questions (e.g., “Am I this way because of war?; see
Chapter 7). These and other potential determinants, such as personality traits, culture,
gender, transgenerational processing, time since the trauma (Fivush et al., 2017;
Kelmendi et al., 2020; Mollica et al.), which were not immediately apparent in our study,

merit continued investigation with other refugee samples.
How do meanings-made contribute to posttraumatic psychological adjustment?

To answer this question, we will first propose a revised definition of meanings-
made that builds on Park’s (2010) work and will then analyze Syrians’ reappraisals of
beliefs and goals, sense of purpose, and psychological adjustment, both positive and

negative, as an outcome of meaning-making journeys.
a. Conceptual definition of meanings-made

Meanings-made has been conceptualized as encompassing the plethora of results
from meaning-making processes, including changed situational and global meanings, and
perceived changes in psychological functioning, including perceived growth and positive
life changes (see Park, 2010, for a review). However, our results suggest that the former —
reappraised meanings (i.e., outputs) — and the latter — perceived changes in psychological
functioning (i.e., outcomes) — contribute differently to posttraumatic adjustment: outputs
or lessons-learned of meaning-making inform adjustment, whereas emotional states or
feelings associated with perceived changes in psychological functioning, whether positive
or negative, are indicators of adjustment. Therefore, we propose that the breath of mental
health responses to meaning-making, from distress to growth, are excluded the meanings-

made of trauma and analyzed separately.
b. Meanings-made of refugee trauma: Reappraised beliefs and goals

Syrians’ meaning-making journeys, incisively designated “psychological travels”

by one participant (see Chapter 6), of such diverse, complex, and enduring meaning-
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defying events, had at the time of data collection resulted in a number of negative,
positive, ambivalent, and unresolved meanings.

Given that participants had endorsed significant violations of beliefs related to
controllability, predictability, community, justice, and God’s benevolence, and of goals
pertaining to an idealized future in their home country, narratives about reappraisals
largely focused on those shattered meanings. Negative meanings-made, either sustained
since wartime or negatively appraised in Portugal, included: learned uncertainty about the
future; learned hopelessness and helplessness; lost sense of belonging; lost faith and trust;
shattered sense of community; and lost future in Syria. These negative beliefs and goals
were distressing to different degrees and largely co-existed with positive reappraisals.
Such positive reappraisals included: learned self-reliance, as a way to regain mastery and
control over one’s life; increased trust in people; changed identity (e.g., atheist, activist;
scholar); increased spirituality and/or religiosity; and goals related to building a new life
in Portugal and/or Europe, and essentially transferring pre-war goals about education,
career, family, etc., from Syria to Portugal. This latter aspect is particularly important as it
speaks to the universality of a construct (global goals) that has taken second stage to core
beliefs in psychological adjustment theories, and therefore has been insufficiently studied
(Park et al., 2017). The assumption that global goals, as life aspirations, are informed by
both contextual factors and cultural expectations (Emmons, 2003; Rahman, 2006) was
confirmed by our findings, however, much remains unknown about how individuals
develop those goals, namely those related to peace, security and prosperity.

Ambivalent reappraisals appeared to derive from the integration of refugees’ lived
experiences into complex worldviews about safety, benevolence, God, or justice (e.g.,
“[‘Is the world fair?’] ‘It’s like you’re asking me if the world is black or white. I can’t
answer that question. It’s a really wide range of colors!’”; see Chapter 7). If sustained,
these layered and more flexible meaning systems may provide refugees with an increased
ability to withstand future violations and therefore be protective against distress (Cheng et
al., 2014). Lastly, there were shattered meanings that, at the time of data collection, that
remained unamenable to being resolved. These included a lost collective self, which
robbed Syrians of a core part of their identity and effectively hindered their ability to
reconstruct an integrated narrative of the war, and a loss of faith in God. Given that eight

years had passed since the onset of trauma, it is possible that these unresolved meanings
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result from a combination of extended, unsuccessful searches for meaning with avoidance

coping strategies, which are expected to sustain negative outcomes (Wright et al., 2007).
c. Meanings-made of refugee trauma: Reappraised purpose

This category of meanings-made pertains to the element of meaning-making that
has long proven hardest to operationalize due to its subjective nature (King & Hicks,
2021; Park & George, 2013): a sense of having meaning or purpose in life and being
connected to something greater than oneself (Park et al., 2017). There were three
important findings related to sense of purpose. It was apparent from our sample that (1)
individuals not only possess different-order purposes, but that (2) these subjective
purposes appeared to be anchored on specific beliefs and goals, as posited by Park (2010).
Our results also surprisingly suggested that (3) both positive and negative appraisals of
shattered meanings informed individuals’ sense of purpose. As such, there were student-
refugees for whom the loss of collective identity provided the motivation to focus on their
studies as a stepping-stone to one day help rebuild their country and heal Syrian
communities; parents who lived for their children; other refugees whose purpose was
informed by the opportunity, often laden with guilt, to study in Portugal, and thus focused
on proving themselves worthy of such circumstances by being the best version of
themselves; and others yet whose new identities informed a strong sense of activism.
There were also a small number of severely distressed individuals, whose sole, basic
strivings were survival or restoration of their basic humanity (i.e., self-healing), which are
common experiences among refugee populations at different points in their journeys
(McElroy et al., 2010; Mollica et al., 2015; Pulriventi & Mason, 2011). In our study,
however, we were able to uncover some of the negative appraisals that appeared to
inform those individuals’ sense of purpose, including sustained negative beliefs about

safety, predictability, and controllability.

d. Did Syrian refugees successfully make meaning of their past and adjust to

trauma?

To answer this question, we first need to define what successful meaning-making
and successful psychological adjustment mean. Meaning-making is successfully achieved
when trauma survivors “reduce perceived discrepancies between appraised and global

meanings and restore a sense that the world is meaningful and one’s life is worthwhile”
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(Park, 20164, p. 1236), whereas we consider successful psychological adjustment to entail
a return to pre-trauma levels of psychological functioning.

Since the beginning of the Syrian war, numerous empirical studies have
documented the mental health outcomes of forcibly-displaced Syrian civilians, focusing
either on indicators of psychological distress, such as prolonged grief, anxiety,
depression, or PTSD (e.g., Kakaje et al., 2021 or Renner et al., 2021) or, less frequently,
on positive psychological adjustment, including PTG (e.g., Simsir et al., 2021). This
strategy, which is often the result of constraining publication guidelines, fails to capture
the complexity and diversity of positive and negative changes within the same sample of
trauma survivors. As the trauma literature has shifted away from an exclusive focus on
the negative sequelae of trauma towards exploring the breath of positive changes that
result from struggling with psychologically-threatening experiences, there is an emerging
perspective that recognizes the coexistence of both positive and negative outcomes
(Kelmendi et al., 2020; Kira et al., 2019), and rejects an either/or approach as insufficient
and inaccurate (Barrington & Shakespeare-Finch, 2013). By examining Syrians’
integrated meaning-making trajectories, our work makes an important contribution to the
emerging literature.

Our results suggest that individuals were able to positively reappraise certain
shattered cognitions to different extents and, as such, expected to have reduced the
distress associated with those discrepancies. The extent to which those positively
reappraised meanings are central to an individual’s identity, core beliefs, or goals may
then determine the degree to which psychological adjustment is successful or if it exceeds
the threshold of pretraumatic functioning. That is, we hypothesize that, in survivors of
complex trauma, successful meaning-making of shattered higher-order meanings might
lead to greater positive adjustment than if meaning is made of shattered lower-order
cognitions. This proposition needs to be empirically investigated using mixed-methods
designs to capture how positive and negative outcomes interact. Additionally, the same
way negative cognitions (e.g., learned uncertainty about the future) are expected to
sustain posttraumatic psychological distress (Bernardi et al., 2019), so would positive
reappraisals be expected to maintain psychological well-being in the aftermath of trauma.
If on the one hand, conditions should be given for refugees to positively reappraise the
negative cognitions that are sustaining distress, on the other hand, as they work towards

those higher-order abstract goals, refugees should be assisted in designing pathways to



225

achieve those goals through lower-level, attainable activities (Rasmussen et al., 2006) that
incorporate collective and cultural perspectives (Jobson, 2009).

Lastly, mental health outcomes in our sample reflected the complexity of
individuals’ experiences and ranged from clinically-significant PTSD to perceptions of
positive changes that included the main domains of Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (2004)
posttraumatic growth model. The diversity in posttraumatic outcomes is not surprising
given the cumulative nature of refugee trauma and the diversity of stressors, meaning
violations, searches for meaning, and meaning-made, as well as the duration of exposure
to stressful life circumstances. Thus, albeit refugees did successfully make meaning and
achieve psychological adjustment to the point of perceiving growth, those results are

cognitive-specific and coexist with unsuccessful processes and outcomes.

Is the meaning-making model useful for understanding posttraumatic

adjustment in refugees? How should the field move forward?

Park’s (2010) meaning-making model provides a comprehensive explanatory
framework of posttraumatic cognitive processing, the basic tenets of which might be
universally applicable. Regardless of the complexity of trauma in refugee populations, the
model provides an organizational structure of constructs and suggests pathways of
cognitive processing that are exceptionally useful to guide researchers in the investigation
of trauma recovery processes in survivors of complex trauma. Figure 4 includes the

integrated meaning-making model applied to Syrian refugees.
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In their 2012 work, Steger and Park expanded the meaning-making model by
suggesting four trajectories of meaning-making: resilient, when there is no meaning
violation and which often reflects sufficiently flexible global meanings; chronic, when,
over time, individuals make meaning that reduces perceived discrepancies; recovered,
when meaning discrepancies are adaptively resolved, and which they posit to be the
trajectory most likely to lead to perceptions of PTG; and, lastly, delayed, when meanings-
made are temporarily adaptive but unsustainable over time, and thus lead to a resurgence
of distress.

Recent studies with survivors of collective violence and forced migration have
offered perspectives on meaning-making as dynamic trajectories, prone to being revisited
across generations, and leading to concurrent positive and negative outcomes (e.g.,
Kelmendi et al., 2020) which suggests that psychological adjustment is a continuous
process with no defined end. Our research contributes to this emerging literature and
provides empirical support for meaning-making as a set of overlapping — rather than
mutually-exclusive — trajectories or journeys or “psychological travels.” Given the
cumulative and prolonged nature of refugee trauma and the fact that the same traumatic
event does not equally violate all meaning structures, one would expect meaning-making
trajectories of different shattered cognitions to co-occur. Yet, how these co-occurring
processes inform one another and impact overall psychological outcomes remains
unknown.

Furthermore, all meanings-made, including those resulting from recovered and
resilient trajectories, are subject to being revisited with new stressors, new information,
age, place, etc., and, most importantly, across time and generations (Fivush et al., 2017;
Hussain & Bushan, 2011; Riedel, 2014). This finding has two major theoretical
implications. The first pertains to meaning-making of refugee trauma as a virtually
endless process, open to continual reappraisals in order to meet personal and contextual
demands, and challenges notions of completed or recovered trajectories. The second
implication refers to psychological adjustment to refugee trauma as a continuum of
mental health outcomes, where significant distress (i.e., negative adjustment) can co-exist
with significant psychological wellbeing (i.e., positive adjustment). Because refugees are
unlikely to adaptively and sustainably resolve all meaning violations, it is possible that

successful meaning-making of higher-order meanings results in greater overall positive
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adjustment, than if successful meaning is made of lower-order meanings while the former
remain unresolved.

Given the complexity of processes and outcomes, studies that provide integrated
perspectives and employ longitudinal designs and different refugee samples, will be

crucial to further contribute to the rich theoretical models.
Limitations

There are several challenges to conducting research with severely traumatized,
hard-to-reach populations, such as refugees, that limit the interpretation of our findings.
The sample was small and largely composed of beneficiaries of higher education
programs for refugees (i.e., “the [lucky] other one percent;” UNHCR, 2016), and
therefore their experiences may not be representative of those of other Syrian refugees.
Although this is a limitation derived from nonrandom sampling, it provided important
insight into the experiences of a segment of the refugee population that is largely
understudied. The fact that the sample was highly educated was advantageous in terms of
participants’ abilities to reflect on their experiences and give in-depth accounts of
complex meaning-making processes, and is expected to have contributed to the richness
of meaning-making outcomes. In studies with refugee populations, higher levels of
education have been found to both be protective against (Crea, 2016; Priebe et al., 2009;
Raghavan et al., 2013), and contribute to, negative mental health outcomes (Porter and
Haslam, 2005; Sonne et al., 2016), which, given our findings, points to the importance of
examining psychological adjustment to trauma through an integrated lens that can capture
the complexity of cognitive processes and outcomes.

Data were self-reported, assessed retrospectively eight years after the onset of the
war, when a significant number of participants were in their teen years, and the study was
cross-sectional and did not assess cognitive processing over time. Given that catastrophic
events are unexpected, retrospective assessment is an often necessary approach (Park et
al., 2016). It is possible that accounts were influenced by recent events rather than
representing an accurate depiction of participant experiences and outcomes. This
limitation around self-reported mental health outcomes, in particular perceptions of
growth, has been much debated, as researchers attempt to understand if growth
corresponds to true changes or instead to positive illusions about the impact of trauma
(e.g., Dursun et al., 2013; Kurian et al., 2016). In our study, we used the Harvard Trauma
Questionnaire — Arabic version (Shoeb et al., 2007) to assess PTSD, but opted not to use
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the Hopkins Symptom Checklist — Arabic version (Mahfoud et al., 2013) to measure
depression and anxiety, or the Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (Tedeschi & Calhoun,
1996), which would have to be cross-culturally adapted, as an indicator of positive
adjustment. Complementing the assessment of mental health outcomes with these
measures would have provided a more comprehensive picture of psychological
adjustment in the sample by complementing qualitative findings. Nonetheless, this trade-
off was strategic and took into account: the exploratory nature of the study, which
required an emphasis on qualitative methodology; the need for cross-cultural adaptation
of instruments, which was time- and resource-consuming; and a preoccupation not to
overburden participants. Participant recruitment for Phase 1 FGs was exceptionally hard,
as evidenced in Chapter 3, which resulted in a bare minimum number of participants for
those sessions. Findings from those group sessions would likely have been much richer
and possibly inform further adjustments to the research protocol had the number of
participants met the intended targets. Notwithstanding the fact that FGs are expected to
provide culturally-appropriate opportunities for vulnerable populations to share their
experiences (Halcomb et al., 2007), given the fragmentation of the Syrian community,
hesitancy to adhere to FGs was understandable.

There were also several limitations regarding language. Because the study
required assessing the applicability of a Western theoretical model to Arabic-speaking
refugees, we took great steps to gather a multidisciplinary Expert Committee to ensure
appropriate outreach strategies, anticipate potential problems, preliminarily test adequacy
of language and models, translate and adapt study materials, and essentially work to
maximize benefit and minimize harm to potential participants (Seagle et al., 2020).
Despite all these steps, Phase 2 data collection was conducted in English or Portuguese to
accommodate the target populations’ preference for speaking directly with the researcher,
which, although important to empower refugees as research participants, may have
precluded individuals from fully and accurately express the nuances of their meaning-
making processes.

Because we did not use measures of positive adjustment (e.g., Posttraumatic
Growth Inventory), the extent of perceived improved psychological functioning remains
unknown. On the same token, applying measures of depression and anxiety, in addition to
PTSD, would have provided a more complete picture of distress, and, thus, of the breath

of psychological responses. Finally, we only used one psychometric measure of meaning,



230

the GMVS-ArabV, which provided a good baseline to explore meaning violations, but
was insufficient to capture the diversity of Syrians’ experiences. If on the one hand
further testing of the GMVS-ArabV needs to be done with larger samples of refugee
populations, on the other hand, it is possible that measures of meaning may require
application by researchers or clinicians with room to explore abstract constructs as
needed, to ensure adequate assessment of individual experiences.

Despite these limitations, we are confident that our findings make important
contributions to the evidence-base on meaning-making and psychological adjustment to

trauma, to the refugee trauma literature, and to the field of cross-cultural psychology.

Conclusion

The empirical work on meaning-making with refugee populations is still in its
embryonic stages. The diversity and cumulative nature of trauma, complexity of
individual global meanings, exposure to personal and collective events, culture, coping
strategies, or availability of emotional and cognitive resources to process the breath of
their experiences make the task of investigating refugees’ posttraumatic cognitive
processing virtually insurmountable. And yet, necessary. In the face of the complexity of
processes and mental health responses in refugees, the meaning-making model provided
an invaluable framework that was amenable to accommodating the contributions of
empirical findings. Moving forward, researchers, regardless of the population, ought to
adopt integrated approaches to psychological adjustment to trauma that consider the
possibility of cognitive-specific, concomitant meaning-making trajectories, and that
employ both longitudinal designs and mixed-methods. It was clear in our research that
refugees are prone to revisit meanings-made throughout their migration trajectories are
expected to continue to do so across time and generations. These findings challenged
concepts of recovered meaning-making trajectories and successful psychological
adjustment and end-states, which has significant implications for theory, practice, and
policy.

If on the one hand, these concepts may require theoretical reframing to
accommodate the experiences of survivors of collective trauma, on the other hand,
clinicians should integrate these dynamic perspectives into their clinical practice. It is
important that the latter consider not only exposure to trauma and other sources of
psychological distress, but also the sociopolitical context of the individual, which is
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expected to influence treatment outcomes. Given the level of experiences injustices,
practitioners working with refugee populations may be called to advocate for and
alongside their clients, thereby helping to repair some of the cognitive structures most
severely shattered by refugee trauma.

Resettlement provides unique opportunities to restore meaning and promote
adaptive adjustment. Considering the centrality of the community to Syrian identity, host
countries should promote pathways to integration and healing that promote safe
opportunities for shared narrative building, not only between Syrian communities, but

also between host and refugee communities that restore sense of belonging.
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Information to Participants

JOURNEYS IN MEANING: Psychological adjustment in resettled refugees
Phase 1: Focus Groups
Introduction
The research study JOURNEYS IN MEANING: Psychological adjustment in resettled refugees is a project
led by Lisa Matos, funded by the Foundation for Science and Technology (SFRH/BD/129602/2017),

and hosted by the William James Center for Research, ISPA-Instituto Universitario.

The purpose of the study is to understand how refugees recover from trauma in resettlement, namely
how refugees make meaning of the experiences that led them to leave their countries of origin and how,
despite significant trauma and loss, they are able to achieve psychological adjustment. Results of the
study will be published in national and international scientific encounters and journals and will serve to

inform public policies to promote successful integration of refugee populations.
Description of the study and study procedures

In Phase 1 of the study, we will conduct Focus Groups interviews with Syrian refugees living in Portugal

for at least 6 months.

Focus Groups are small group discussions (between 4-8 participants), facilitated by a moderator, that

give participants an opportunity to speak about their experiences. They are a common research method

of approaching health topics with refugee populations.

Focus Groups will have a total duration of approximately 2 hours. Participants will first be asked to
individually fill-out a brief socio-demographic questionnaire and a questionnaire to document exposure
to pre-migration trauma events and symptoms. This will be followed by a group discussion where
participants will be encouraged to reflect on their views of the world before the war and at present
time. Each participant will then fill-out a short questionnaire to evaluate how those worldviews may
have changed. At the end, participants will be asked to share impressions and offer suggestions about of

the issues discussed.

Focus Group interviews will be conducted by Lisa Matos, in English or Portuguese, with the assistance

of a note-taker and an Arabic-language interpreter. The Focus Group will be audio recorded. At the

beginning of the group, we will discuss group ground rules, namely that information shared within the

group shall not be discussed outside.
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Research team

The study is conducted by Lisa Matos, who has extensive field experience working with refugee
populations, both in the United States and Portugal. The research team includes doctoral research
advisors Isabel Leal, PhD (W]CR, ISPA, Lisbon, PT), Crystal Park, PhD (University of Connecticut, CT,
USA) and Monica Indart, PsyD (Rutgers University, NJ, USA). As needed, interactions with prospective

participants will be mediated by research assistants with Arabic language skills.
Participants’ rights

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You can choose not to answer certain questions

and end your participation at any time without any risk or consequences.
Confidentiality

All the information you provide will be carefully handled with respect to confidentiality. All the

information collected will be coded and you will remain completely anonymous. Each participant will

be assigned a numerical code and only this code (rather than your name, for example) will be used to
identify you across all data collected. Audio recordings will be transcribed following the Focus Group
and the original file will be subsequently destroyed. Data collection, processing and analysis will be

handled in compliance with the European Union General Data Protection Regulation (EU 2016/679).
Risks

Reflecting on the events that led you to leave your country and how those impacted your current life
can be upsetting. We respect and understand this. If needed, we will refer you to follow-up support

services in your community.
Benefits

Your participation is crucial to help us, as receiving communities, to adjust and improve our integration

strategies according to the needs of your community. Without your strength, courage, and above all,

without your voice, we are not able to understand the needs and work to promote yours and your

community long-term integration.

You will not benefit directly from participating in the study, although study participants often report
that being able to speak and feeling heard improves their wellbeing. Also, as a small token of our
appreciation, we will offer each participant a €10 SONAE gift card at the end of the group discussion.

Contact information:

Lisa Matos
William James Center for Research, ISPA - Instituto Universitario

Rua Jardim do Tabaco, n? 34, 1149-041 Lisboa Email: Imatos@ispa.pt | Tel: 218 811 700 | 926 667 684



mailto:lmatos@ispa.pt

ISPA & WJCR i
FCT 5

Information to Participants

JOURNEYS IN MEANING: Psychological adjustment in resettled refugees
Phase 2: Individual Interviews
Introduction
The research study JOURNEYS IN MEANING: Psychological adjustment in resettled refugees is a project
led by Lisa Matos, funded by the Foundation for Science and Technology (SFRH/BD/129602/2017),

and hosted by the William James Center for Research, ISPA-Instituto Universitario.

The purpose of the study is to understand how refugees recover from trauma in resettlement, namely
how refugees make meaning of the experiences that led them to leave their countries of origin and how,
despite significant trauma and loss, they are able to achieve psychological adjustment. Results of the
study will be published in national and international scientific encounters and journals and will serve to

inform public policies to promote successful integration of refugee populations.
Description of the study and study procedures

In Phase 2, we will conduct individual interviews with Syrian nationals living in Portugal for at least 6

months, including refugees, asylum-seekers, or others, regardless of legal status.

The individual interview has a total duration of 90 minutes and will be conducted in English or

Portuguese by the lead researcher, Lisa Matos. If needed or preferred, an Arabic-language interpreter

can be present during the interview to assist with language interpretation.

The participant will first be asked to fill-out a brief socio-demographic questionnaire and a
questionnaire to document exposure to pre-migration trauma events and symptoms. This will be
followed by a 30-40 minute conversation where the participant participants will be encouraged to
reflect on their views of the world before the war and at present time. At the end, the participant will

fill-out a short questionnaire to evaluate how those worldviews may have changed.
With the participant’s permission, the interview will be audio recorded.
Research team

The study is conducted by Lisa Matos, who has extensive field experience working with refugee
populations, both in the United States and Portugal. The research team includes doctoral research
advisors Isabel Leal, PhD (W]CR, ISPA, Lisbon, PT), Crystal Park, PhD (University of Connecticut, CT,
USA) and Monica Indart, PsyD (Rutgers University, NJ, USA). As needed, interactions with prospective

participants will be mediated by research assistants with Arabic language skills.
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Participants’ rights

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You can choose not to answer certain questions

and end your participation at any time without any risk or consequences.
Confidentiality

All the information you provide will be carefully handled with respect to confidentiality. All the
information collected will be coded and you will remain completely anonymous. Each participant will
be assigned a numerical code and only this code (rather than your name, for example) will be used to
identify you across all data collected. Audio recordings will be transcribed following the interview and
the original file will be subsequently destroyed. Data collection, processing and analysis will be handled

in compliance with the European Union General Data Protection Regulation (EU 2016/679).
Risks

Reflecting on the events that led you to leave your country and how those impacted your current life
can be upsetting. We respect and understand this. If needed, we will refer you to follow-up support

services in your community.
Benefits

Your participation is crucial to help us, as receiving communities, to adjust and improve our integration

strategies according to the needs of your community. Without your strength, courage, and above all,

without your voice, we are not able to understand the needs and work to promote yours and your

community long-term integration.

You will not benefit directly from participating in the study, although study participants often report
that being able to speak and feeling heard improves their wellbeing. Also, as a small token of our

appreciation, we will offer each participant a €10 SONAE gift card at the end of the interview.

Contact information:

Lisa Matos

William James Center for Research, ISPA - Instituto Universitario

Rua Jardim do Tabaco, n? 34, 1149-041 Lisboa Email: Imatos@ispa.pt | Tel: 218 811 700 | 926 667 684
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JOURNEYS IN MEANING: Psychological adjustment in resettled refugees

Phase 1: Focus Groups

Consent Form

By my signature below I declare that:

[ understand the purpose of my participation in Phase 1 (Focus Groups) of the research study
JOURNEYS IN MEANING: Psychological adjustment in resettled refugees, a project led by Lisa Matos,
funded by the Foundation for Science and Technology (SFRH/BD/129602/2017), and hosted by the

William James Center for Research, ISPA, as it was explained to me in a language that I understand;

[ understand that my participation is voluntary and I can choose not to answer certain questions and

end my participation at any time without any risk or consequences;

[ understand that the Focus Group research team includes a moderator (Lisa Matos), a language
interpreter and a note-taker, all of whom are bound by confidentiality agreements;

[ understand that the information shared in the Focus Group should not be discussed outside of the
group.

[ understand that I will remain anonymous throughout the study and that all data collected will be kept

confidential.

[ further declare that any questions or concerns I had about my participation in the study were

adequately answered and clarified by the research team.

Participant’s initials or signature Date

Contact information:

Lisa Matos

William James Center for Research

ISPA - Instituto Universitario

Rua Jardim do Tabaco, n? 34

1149-041 Lisboa

Email: Imatos@ispa.pt | Tel: 218 811 700 | 926 667 684

File N¢:
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JOURNEYS IN MEANING: Psychological adjustment in resettled refugees

Phase 2: Individual Interviews

Consent Form

By my signature below I declare that:

[ understand the purpose of my participation in Phase 2 (Individual Interviews) of the research study
JOURNEYS IN MEANING: Psychological adjustment in resettled refugees, a project led by Lisa Matos,
funded by the Foundation for Science and Technology (SFRH/BD/129602/2017), and hosted by the

William James Center for Research, ISPA, as it was explained to me in a language that [ understand;

[ understand that my participation is voluntary and I can choose not to answer certain questions and

end my participation at any time without any risk or consequences;

[ understand that any and all members of the research team, including the researcher (Lisa Matos), any

language interpreters, and research assistants, are bound by confidentiality agreements;

[ understand that I will remain anonymous throughout the study and that all data collected will be kept

confidential.

[ further declare that any questions or concerns I had about my participation in the study were

adequately answered and clarified by the research team.

Participant’s initials or signature Date

Contact information:

Lisa Matos

William James Center for Research

ISPA - Instituto Universitario

Rua Jardim do Tabaco, n2 34

1149-041 Lisboa

Email: Imatos@ispa.pt | Tel: 218 811 700 | 926 667 684

File N¢:
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File N2: Date:

Researcher:

SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE

S0CI0-DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Gender: [0 Man O Woman O Other:
Age:

1
2
3. Country of origin:
4

Marital status:

O Single [0 Married/Partnered O Divorced
0 Widowed O Other:
5. Ethnic group:
Religion:
O Islam Branch of Islam:

O Christianity Branch of Christianity:
U Druze O Yazidi U Other:

L] Not religious/Not applicable:

a. Do you regularly attend religious services (e.g., mosque/church/other place of cult)? [0 Yes [ No

7. Whatis your highest level of education?
I No formal education I Primary School (4t Grade)
L1 Middle School (6t Grade) L1 Middle School (9t Grade)
L1 Secondary School/High school (12t Grade)

Higher education:

L1 Associate Degree Field of studies:
01 Bachelor’s Degree Field of studies:
00 Master’s Degree Field of studies:
Ul Doctoral Degree Field of studies:

8. What was your occupation/profession in country of origin?

Lisa Matos
William James Center for Research, ISPA - Instituto Universitario
Rua Jardim do Tabaco, n® 34, 1149-041 Lisboa Email: Imatos@ispa.pt | Tel: 218 811 700 | 926 667 684



File N2: Date:
Researcher:

TRAVEL FROM YOUR COUNTRY OF ORIGIN TO PORTUGAL

9. When did you leave your country of origin?
Month: Year:

10. When did you arrive in Portugal?
Month: Year:

11. Did you travel with other family members?
O Yes O No

a. Ifyes, who travelled with you?

12. After leaving your country of origin and before arriving in Portugal, did you stay in another transit country for

more than 1 month?
O Yes O No
If yes, which country/countries and for how long (check all that apply)?

O Jordan How long?
O Turkey How long?
U Lebanon How long?
Ll Egypt How long?
[l Libya How long?
U Greece How long?
O Italy How long?
L1 Another European country: How long?
L1 Other countries: How long?

13. During your journey since leaving your country of origin:
Did you fear for your life? [ Yes O No
a. Were you or others traveling with you THREATENED with violence?
O Yes O No

If yes, who threatened you (e.g. police, neighbors, etc.)?

b. Were you or others traveling with you VICTIMS of violence?
O Yes U No

If yes, who committed violence against you or others?

Lisa Matos
William James Center for Research, ISPA - Instituto Universitario
Rua Jardim do Tabaco, n® 34, 1149-041 Lisboa Email: Imatos@ispa.pt | Tel: 218 811 700 | 926 667 684



File N2: Date:

Researcher:

LIFE IN PORTUGAL

14. When you arrived in Portugal, what was your legal status?

L1 Refugee O Asylum-seeker
[0 Humanitarian protection [ Student visa

[ Other visa Type of visa:

O Undocumented
O Other:

15. What is your current legal status in Portugal?

L1 Refugee O Asylum-seeker
0 Humanitarian protection [ Student visa

O Other visa Type of visa:

[ Expired visa Type of visa:

0 Undocumented
L] Portuguese residency (Autorizagdo de Residéncia)
L1 Portuguese nationality

O Other:

16. Since arriving in Portugal, did you leave and stay in another European country for more than 1 month?
a. [Yes 1 No

b. Ifyes, where and for how long?

17. Do you have any family living in Portugal? U Yes LI No
If yes, who?
Ul Spouse/Partner U Children How many: ___ Age:
O Parents O Siblings O Other family members:

18. Are you currently employed? U Yes U No

a. Ifyes, whatis your current occupation?

b. How many days a week?

c. How long have you been working at your current job?

Lisa Matos
William James Center for Research, ISPA - Instituto Universitario
Rua Jardim do Tabaco, n® 34, 1149-041 Lisboa Email: Imatos@ispa.pt | Tel: 218 811 700 | 926 667 684
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File N¢: Date:

Researcher: Research Assistant:

salald )

alad] G o ol (g giag Alal) (2l o) g Juk ) ) a sl S8 S, U o dlllud o a8

o2l oY g Elaal) ket ) ALY Cpanay g (qudnill (i il fo | BAd il el [Aalgall il gall)
S Liae laal Lgaladi) oy G gy Agladl 4 o e glaall 038 dlilaaina & Ulial 09 AV Lgga g3 A0
Al iadd Jadl Alald daua jad Al COR)aal) Jagdads

OV 1A ekl AlaY) ase B4y al) slhae ol dliab (e (IS ) S 13 Aae Sa ALY (any aa0 A8
Al A A Laa e 8 e iy

Instructions:

We would like to ask you about your history before coming to Portugal and present symptoms.
The questionnaire has 3 sections (Trauma Events | Trauma Symptoms | Torture History) and
includes questions that reflect events and symptoms sometimes experienced by others in your
communities. This information is strictly confidential and will be used to help us design
interventions that promote better overall health for refugees like yourself.

You may find some questions upsetting. If so, please feel free not to answer. This will not affect
your ability to participate in the study.

dalgall dualgal) Jg¥ & 3l

PART 1: TRAUMA EVENTS

0

o Tand il Guulial) agand) B (V) Adle ) AU Galgall (e oY cudapan B s o) S ol gag
. (uyu
Please indicate whether you have experienced any of the following events (check "YES "
or "No "for each column).

ari/Yes | ¥/No

1 daadae gl iy (e Gy Aghddl Cuapl Ja
Oppressed because of ethnicity, religion, or sect

Y2 sl o palidl o lay &) gany dis GRAE & Ja
Present while someone searched for people or things in your home.

¥/3 el cudd] Ja
Searched

t/4 Wpati 5l lgibas ol Apaddd) lilslios gl a3 o
Property looted, confiscated, or destroyed

o5 cileadl) g JB (oAl il b oSudl 5 il & dle TGagl Ja
Forced to leave your hometown and settle in a different part of the
country with minimal services

/6 Gda[] Ja
Imprisoned

v Aiase JYA ploall ol Lkal) Dl o guand) Ll pie (pe il Ja
Suffered ill health without access to medical care or medicine




YES

NO

A3 Alall slal) i alakall agag ade (e cuile b
Suffered from lack of food or clean water
9 dlihy ¢ g e cushall] R
Forced to flee your country
V710 dala gf el ilaal Jual o Tl dliby (e Bpagd) dlle cua bl Ja
Expelled from country based on ancestral origin, religion, or sect
VWil asbe ¢85 o Ja
Lacked shelter
VY12 o iy Lalal) LagiliShyal) of Luasiall ciliiallpati of Aajs gl coaald Ja
dlada
Witnessed the desecration or destruction of religious shrines or places
of religious instruction
VY13 kil g iy (lijpde (e daga Slpadd alie) g quind g Jlie) ol Ja
Witnessed the arrest, torture, or execution of religious leaders or
important members of tribe
V¢/14 Oitall Lelaa Lalae) caald Ja
Witnessed mass execution of civilians
Ve/1s DoAY o ) LYY i gl ) of il ol Ja
Witnessed shelling, burning, or razing of residential areas or
marshlands
V\1/16 ¥ gl sl ghlial) lo dbas cileaas cals Ja
Witnessed chemical attacks on residential areas or marshlands
Wiy AR gl (Aalull) o cprbaa Chuad clladil) uall lasl i b
Exposed to combat situation (explosions, artillery fire, shelling) or
landmine.
VA/LA Aaly ol el Gl Gy Bl Apans i) il Ja
Serious physical injury from combat situation or landmine
V414 Gy £AS Cuaddil) Ja
Used as a human shield
Y20 s Gl G Byl ey L) ilbasl f dlilile 3 § aal cual] Ja
?lﬂ‘\ﬂ ol
Serious physical injury of family member or friend from combat
situation or landmine
21 Libaia By coala Ja
Witnessed rotting corpses
YY/22 TR b Ciially udasil) ey Jal) B s ld) Lo capall] Ja
Confined to home because of chaos and violence outside
YYi23 () e cndal cqupall) ranad) s BU Gl Le Ladd cald da
Witnessed someone being physically harmed (beating, knifing, etc.)
vi/24 QLaity) gf Apudall Splul) dulee cald Ja
Witnessed sexual abuse or rape
Ye/25 el Ala caald Ja
Witnessed torture
Y1726

J8 Ala caals da

Witnessed murder




YES NO
Wiz igal) gf o) il Aap Laa AT padd ceslaY) o il o
Forced to inform on someone placing them at risk of injury or death
YA28 Al padd alslies s o apall] B
Forced to destroy someone’s property
Y4729 Lo paddy () ccndall cqpall) ) o3 Glal) o coall) Ja
Forced to physically harm someone (beating, knifing, etc.)
¥./30 cind) A cilagh (). cdlag ccllik) dlilile 28] e aaf JBIT Ja
Murder or violent death of family member (child, spouse, etc.)
¥1/31 ciial) Aot cilagl iyaa JB1T Ja
Murder or violent death of friend
vY/32 cllik) dtilile A8 aaf J8l dardiucal) ARl Aad ads o cipalll o
(&Y. cdag;
Forced to pay for bullet used to kill family member (child, spouse, etc.)
Yv/33 paalpa Aald) 5 £1S) (e Cariag o). cdlag ccllik) titite A aaf Ay cualin
afe chal g
Received the body of a family member(child, spouse, etc.) and
prohibited from mourning them and performing burial rites
Ye/3¢ (). cdlag cclli) etbile 3 aaf iEd) Ja
Disappearance of a family member (child, spouse, etc.)
Ye/3e dira A8 Ja
Disappearance of a friend
ra/3n L T gl (Al cdlag) cellib) etilile 38 aaf Cikid) o
Sfamily member (child, spouse, etc.) kidnapped or taken as a hostage
FVI3V L i o diyaa cilad) Ja
friend kidnapped or taken as a hostage
YA/38 cigall of dlay) shdl dilile 5 e Lea dlisaa] &l ga
Someone informed on you placing you and your family at risk of injury
or death.
r/39 (G ol coupall) pamand sBU e a3 Ja
Physically harmed (beaten, knifed, etc.)
£:/40 s @il calidll ga
Kidnapped or taken as a hostage
/4 i) g dpanin) Bp Ll cudajas Ja
Sexually abused or raped (i.e., forced sexula activity)
£Y/42 ISy Lyuaad) o Al BUleal) ) cacami o) B lagag ¢ inay) it o3
(pliiiay 2aria
Tortured (i.e., while in captivity you received deliberate and systematic
infliction of physical and/or mental suffering)
£v/43

Jbdll Lo e dliba o ais cipd o Adda g AT Cilga of aaad o s
Please specify any other situation that was very frightening or in which
you felt your life was in danger:




A (el sl sjad)
PART IV: TRAUMA SYMPTOMS

agila B Asiia o Aalie Cialgal Jpapad () GalASY) (TUlal W sedy palel & Ldul Galed) o
apaia) goul) MA (2l o2 (e lililea gda yaady ABy aiy JS Be)d sl
The following are symptoms that people sometimes have after experiencing hurtful or

terrifying events in their lives. Please read each one carefully and decide how much the
symptoms bothered you in the past week.

O/ (¥72) (¥/3) (£/4)
il Y mpA S ) O
Not at all A little Quite a bit Extremely

1

e gf Call catlgal) Y lei¥lly iy S dlaglas Ja
Recurrent thoughts or memories of the most hurtful or
terrifying events

2 Al Bpe Lalal) Gaas ils o el Ja
Feeling as though the event is happening again

3 BSke (Lda pdal) GulsS dlals Ja
Recurrent nightmares

¢4 o) o8 Ja) o Jluakily jads Ja
Feeling detached or withdrawn from people

o5 Ciblgally (uluay) o B 8 il 333 A
Unable to feel emotions

/6 B 5 cBlia) g dudi 323
Feeling jumpy, easily startled

Vi 8] 5855 b Lysa 233 Ja
Difficulty concentrating

N8 psill b dygra 233 b
Trouble sleeping

9 Al ol [ agie dudl 253 Ja
Feeling on guard

'/ i) (e g S 5f i) gy ki 233 Ja

10 Feeling irritable or having outbursts of anger

YV Lalpal) Lialally & S35 A JlaeY) quins

1 Avoiding activities that remind you of the hurtful event

‘Y/ il A i AN Egal) Gy SE o0l 8 eludi aai b

12 4
Inability to remember parts of the most hurtful events

’1*;/ Loasdl) Jlas¥l [lalaia) (8 cluds aa3 Ja

Less interest in daily activities




1. not at all 2. alittle 3. quite a bit 4. extremely
‘¢/ Al i ¥ 4ilsy e a
14 Feeling as if you don’t have a future
e/ Lalgal) Ealgally Aagipall e lial) o S8 quias
15 Avoiding thoughts or feelings associated with the
hurtful events
Y Lalal) Calgally S35 e blegl pana Job 4y 2l O
16 Sudden emotional or physical reaction when reminded
of the most hurtful events
Vi I Cincay jmdd Ja
1Y Poor memory
‘M padl) cadl) of gy jads Ja
1A Feeling exhausted
‘4 Gpan JSLoa 5 AT a0
n Troubled by bodily pain or physical problems
v/ Ul culs Laa JB) 2 V) lhlga of mdis Ja
20 Feeling that you have less skills than you did before.
Y/ oL B dygnia 20 Ja
21 Difficulty paying attention
YY/ Tpasdl) il b R f HAD) o068 i a3 Ja
22 Feeling unable to make daily plans
v/ Bauasl) Ciblsall Agalsa b Lgra 233
23 Having difficulty dealing with new situations
ve/ Galsall 03a e le s wagl) Gaddl i s Ja
24 Feeling that you are the only one who suffered these
events
Yo/ A o L pgd o il e AT of e Ja
25 Feeling that others don’t understand what happened to
you
v Bladl b o i Le g cisad dlY ML e Ja
26 Feeling guilty for having survived
Y/ G Ll el asli Ja
27 Blaming yourself for things that have happened
YA Gaalgal) oda Jia dalgi of Gl &) 538 13 Jeluds Ja
28 Spending time thinking why God is making you go
through such events
Y4/ A Y Aalaly jedd da
2 Feeling a need for revenge
v/ Aalas o sailae AT of s Ja
30 Feeling others are hostile to you
v/ QA B 4y iy gl Qaddl) of jadd g
31 Feeling that someone you trusted betrayed you
v/ AV A ey ads A
32 Feeling no trust in others
‘;‘;/ 1Y) e adiad aaf ¢y A G of s Ja

Feeling that you have no one to rely upon but god




1. not at all 2. alittle 3. quite a bit 4. extremely
ve/ S s Ja
4
3 Hopelessness
re/ SIAY) Baslua cejale ol edd Ja
°
3 Feeling powerless to help others
*'1/ g i ) Aalpall Gaalgal) sy Jlally rdd Ja
3 Feeling ashamed of the hurtful or traumatic events that
have happened to you
v/ A o e ey AL 25 o
\%

3 Feeling humiliated by your experience

YA dlile 5§ dudi o gl s i s b
A

3 Feeling that you are a jinx to yourself and your family

VAL o o aobiat ¥ Jary caad i anl @l f dludsy cidig) Ja
%

3 Finding out or being told by other people that you have
done something that you can't remember

1] AT Al e Gl Laaad ol comadd ) coandl) i ads Ja

40 Feeling as though you are split into two people and one
of you is watching what the other is doing

€Y/ mla il Ja

\

4 Dayeg '(ruminations, poor concentration, lack of
initiative, boredom, sleep problems, tiredness, and
somatic complaints)

£Y/ asdha cLlh Ja

; e

4 Qalbak magboud (sensation of the heart being
squeezed)

tri ras il Ja

v <

4 Asabi(irritability, nervousness, lack of patience, and
anger outbursts)

£/ GURY) ddy o elilsy (il Gady s

14

4 Nafsak deeyega and makhnouk (feeling of tightness in
the chest and a choking sensation)

tof Ailiad iguads J

40 el

Nafseetak ta’bana (tired soul)




u,gla.ﬂﬂ U ail) @JU
TORTURE HISTORY

e pd) i el e S Wiy Al AN Ealgad) (e oYt B S o) ST o sa
Gailial) 3gandl gé (\/)

-

.("Y" Ji "eﬁl (ML W]

Please indicate whether you have experienced any of the following events that many

people consider torture (check "YES " or "NO "’for each column).

ari/Yes | “/No
" s b ol Alye clilis) s o il da
Forced to write false confessions
Y2 yagally LA cuapns Ja
Humiliated and threatened
v3 die il dgay o Llas caiagl] g
Blindfolded
¢4 Sl (e Aygh 3aal Gighgll o cpall) Ja
Forced to stand for long periods of time
°f5 s Judhy ol Jlaally 80 Ja
Chained or tied
/6 laa (B OlSa sl 90k Ak B gl Ja
Placed in a sack, box, or very small place
Vi Lot ol palase e o am A G (B ciagl] b
Placed in an isolation cell with no clothes, toilet, or ventilation
N8 psil (Gl
Deprived of sleep
9 VPR ESIALIF QU IN
Exposed to continuous and piercing noise
V710 58 sgdall of A8 el (uadd) gl B0l Blall culpi b
Exposed to strong heat, sun, or light
Wil Ll ) sl cuda 3 Ja
Exposed to rain or cold
VY/12 Ayl 5aal slal) g alakall (e ciaial] Ja
Deprived of food and water for long periods of time
¥/13 iaja ) il 8,8/Ama 8 Cig hl i b
Exposed to dirty conditions leading to ill health
‘¢/14 Sala pLad (e calel] Ja
Prevented from urinating or defecating
Ve/15 ) Aol 0e sl Ja

Deprived of medical care




YES

NO

V116 3Lall £13 g s gdagll e Catall Ja
Prohibited from ablution and prayer
VY BLa Jlesf p1af Lo cupalll
Forced labor
VALA a3l ¢om Ayl il iy cutally Gl 0n cille ) b
Suspended from a rod by hands and feet for long periods of time
Va1 Sl e sl il Cudadl) Lhas Jo sl Ga
Stretched on a rack for long periods of time
Y20 o) tquall (shlia yand slal) b clsaly cypal] o @l ol cobuall o st
(@) - - Alaial) plae) ¢ el (g lal)
Punched, slapped, kicked, or stricken with objects (please specify targeted areas:
head, torso, back, genitalia, etc.)
/21 (ARl) Blad) i paandly cppatdl) ol Ao cupal] b
Beaten on soles of feet with rods or whips (Falanga)
YY/22 35 @S ia sl 8 dlady Quibit o3 o
Head submerged in water with near drowning
Yv/23 oabaal) o U ol el el ol LilgS il quucall) o ilaad) Glisly cdal] Ja
sLae ) gl ¢ piall ¢ cpadl el s N (shliall pans slagl) qbhs/Adbas
(@& . bl
Burned by cigarettes, electrically heated rods, hot oil, fire, or corrosive acid/”tizab”
(please specify targeted areas: hands, torso, back, genitalia, etc.)
Y24 pLiaed) el ¢ plall ¢ ) elIN Cuiaad ) ghaliall waad o) LiligS cidnal | (b
(@& . bl
Electrocuted (please specify targeted areas: hands, torso, back, genitalia, etc.)
Ye/25 B g ciiny lilind ol dliasb/elyyy AU g3 &3 b
Fingernails, toenails, or teeth forcefully extracted
Y1/26 (*) Aoy cligaa auag Al Ja
Forehead branded with an (*)
YWI2T | (&) Adaliil) s LoD i) comtil) ) colaall) ¥ (i) anen 0o slal iy o b
Body parts mutilated (ears, nose, tongue, hands, breasts, limbs, genitalia, etc.)
YA/28 I3 S Al g Lab c g phae) Ciga ) cudagal g
Subjected to mock executions
Y429 AT aldl @il e cipall] Ja
Forced to undress in front of people
/30 L) £ lagl) b Ly Al pliagl 3RS o cupall] Ja
Forcibly arranged in various humiliating or sexually explicit positions
¥1/31 LA gigh pgeat i Jb cpndy ((¥V) o LY Alla
If YES to (31), were you photographed?
YY/32 AT gl cudet) Llae gl Glaiey) (duadal) 5elay) caal Ja
Witnessed the sexual abuse, rape (i.e., forced sexual activity), or torture of someone
YY/33 AT paddl gl g Glait¥) gadall 3pluy) cliles b AU o cupall] Ja
Forced to participate in the sexual abuse, rape, or torture of someone
Yé¢/3¢

Cuaid) g dial) Seludld Cuapd Ja

Sexually abused or raped (i.e., forced sexual activity)




ve/30

Please specify any other torture situations:

tpdadl) (e @A) CiBlsa o ) add ol s




File N2

Researcher:

Date:

Global Meaning Violations Scale

ol suodl Jgu ¥l ywlso

Global Meaning Violations Scale

ral 8)5l2e sl el wal sl wlasVl asg 8 wreai S ,Se5 losie
When you think how you felt before and after the events that led you to leave your country:

[Most disrupting event: ]
5\o 4\s 3\¥ 2\Y 1\)
B LS bwgio WL [FVRY
Very Much A lot Moderately Slightly Not at all

Al 0l dlwbas| g @lasVl 0id 589 Sae Sl sl )
SUsle 9i “QLaio

1. How much have these events changed your sense of the
world being fair or just?

Sy3l S99 Jd Ol clwlbus] GlasVl 0id dlpis Sxo Sl oJ] .Y
Spllell sle Hhws

2. How much have these events changed your sense that
other forces have control in the world?

ool 93 @l 00 clwlas] GlaVl 04d dlpis Sae oS sl T

3. How much have these events changed your sense that God
is in control?

sl 8,0l dlwbus] GlasVl 0is dpis Sae oSl ] £
Sebil>

4. How much have these events changed your sense of being
in control of your life?

1> 0l pllall UL clwlws| &lasVl ois s Saw Sl Jl.o
S‘().oig
5. How much have these events changed your sense that the
world is a good and safe place?




File N2

Researcher:

5\o
R WT)

Very Much

4\s

A lot

3\v
h_mg.io
Moderately

2\v
Slightly

1\
T.pi \
Not at all

Date:

Global Meaning Violations Scale

90Vl 033 o JS 3wl csde 2lijad o 2ab 8,5lee sl wsl wsil wlasVl 5585 Sae ST sl
How much have these events interfered with your ability to accomplish each of these:

goixolly (scloiz¥l peadl .1

6. Social support and community

olil Jg.d .V
7. Self-acceptance
&yawzl axall A
8. Physical health
sl oMol A
9. Inner peace
wwolell Juaz=dl N ¢

10. Educational achievement

11. Achievement in my career

wiipo o9 50y

sl ol el 5LVl Y

12. Creative or artistic accomplishment

(ablall o ladl) dowasdl @Ml N T

13. Intimacy (emotional closeness)
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JOURNEYS IN MEANING: Psychological adjustment in resettled refugees

Interview Guide

[Introduction to the constructs of global beliefs (i.e., worldviews/thoughts about how the world should
function or who is in control), global goals (i.e., what we want for ourselves and for our lives), and sense
of purpose or meaning (i.e., what we live for/keeps us hopeful)]

1. Canyou tell me the main reason why decided to leave Syria?

When you think about your life before the war,

2. Canyou describe your beliefs or views of the world?
[Probes regarding specific beliefs, as needed. For example: was the world fair? Safe? How was
your relationship with God?]

3. What expectations/aspirations/goals did you have for your life then?
[Probes regarding specific goals, as needed. For example: what did you want to do career-wise?

Did you dream of having a family? Children?]

4. Canyouremember what gave your life purpose back in Syria? What was life about back then?
[Probes: what made you feel excited about your day/the future?]

Now that you are in Portugal,

5. Do you feel that those beliefs/goals/sense of purpose have changed? Can you explain how they
changed?

6. What led to those changes? Was there a specific time or event that made you start questioning
or thinking repeatedly about what you believed in?

7. Do you feel that those changes in beliefs/goals/sense of purpose or the war/[specific event]
have changed you as a person/in some fundamental way? How?

8. How do those changes and events make you feel?

Lisa Matos
William James Center for Research, ISPA - Instituto Universitario
Rua Jardim do Tabaco, n? 34, 1149-041 Lisboa Email: Imatos@ispa.pt | Tel: 218 811 700 | 926 667 684
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