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Quebec, like the rest of Canada and
other industrialized countries, is expe-
riencing a growing influx of refugees
from various regions around the
world. In 1991, nearly 30 percent of all
immigrants were refugees from Africa,
Latin America, Asia, Europe or the
Middle East. For refugees, integration
inevitably raises complex economic,
sociocultural and psychological prob-
lems. For these populations, settle-
ment in the host country is often
accompanied by multiple tensions and
stresses, leading to a profound disor-
ganization of personal and social iden-
tity for refugees and increasing their
risk of psychological imbalance.

Refugees may experience a range of
diverse psychological problems such
as detachment, anxiety, irritability,
emotional instability, aggression and
depression (Beiser 1990; Tousignant
1992). These problems have been
linked to numerous factors. For some

authors, pre-migratory factors (condi-
tions surrounding the departure from
the country of origin), traumatic expe-
riences (war, torture, rape, etc.) and
the time spent in transit play impor-
tant roles in the modulation of mental

health (Beiser, Turner and Gamesan
1989). For others, mental health de-
pends on the conditions of integration

in the host country (Murphy 1977).
Economic and sociocultural integra-
tion, as well as the social resources re-

lated to family and to communal
support, also seem to play important
roles in maintaining mental health. Fi-
nally, the ability to communicate in the
language of the country is one of the
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most important variables determining
psychological adaptation (Lambert
and Taylor 1990).

Women often suffer more intensely
from psychological problems associ-
ated with their status in the country of
origin, amplified by the consequences
of exile. Their level of education and
professional skills (which are often
lower than those of men - depending
on the country of origin), social isola-
tion, and childcare responsibilities
make their adaptation and integration
into the host country more difficult
(Camus-Jacques 1989).

These studies show the complex in-
terplay of factors which determine the
mental health of refugees. In order to
better understand them, we will
present here the preliminary results of
a study on the postmigratory predic-
tors of psychological tensions among
five different groups of refugees living
in Montreal. This comparative re-
search will illustrate the common un-

derlying variables affecting the
development of psychological wellbe-
ing among refugees.

Methodology

The Subjects

Within the framework of a compara-
tive analysis of the integration of refu-
gees and the use of social and health
services, 472 respondents (119 Cambo-
dians, 97 Bulgarians, 92 Guatemalans,
93 Tamils and 71 Ethiopians; 245
women and 227 men) completed, be-
tween September 1992 and April 1993,
a questionnaire composed mainly of
closed questions pertaining to differ-
ent dimensions of their economic,
sociocultural and psychological inte-
gration. The immigration status of the
respondents varied; while almost all
entered Canada as refugees, 62.4 per-
cent had become permanent residents,

8.5 percent had attained refugee sta-
tus, 10 percent were awaiting status
determination and 18.9 percent were
Canadian citizens. The mean age of the
respondents was 32.9 years. The ma-
jority, 53 percent, were married or
lived in cohabitation, 34.7 percent were
single and 12 percent were separated,
divorced or widowed. On average,
they had been living in Montréal for
three years and five months.

The Questionnaire

The questionnaire was translated from
French to English and to the different
languages of the respondents. Re-
sponses were later retranslated into
French in order to ensure comparabil-
ity. Questionnaires were completed by
the respondents under the supervision
of research assistants and interpreters.

The questionnaire included ques-
tions about the refugees' profile and
integration. The level of psychological
tension was established from a global
scale (ranging from 4 to 28) which in-
cluded the following dimensions: wor-
ried, discouraged, nervous, anxious,
tired, guilty and angry in the last six
months. They were evaluated on a four
point Likert scale (from not at all, to
very much) . The Cronbach' s alpha was
0.75.

The independent variables were as
follows: length of stay in Québec; level
of education; knowledge of French and
English (measured by a global scale
evaluating their speaking, reading and
writing abilities in each of these lan-
guages); family income; employment;
difficulties in adaptation in different
areas (pace of lifestyle, climate, diet,
work and housing, family and com-
munity relations variables included in
a single global scale); social support
(size of household, ethnic origin of
friends, discussion of personal prob-
lems, appreciation of neighbours and
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expected help from them); and scale of
participation in intra-and extra-com-
munal activities. Several variables

dealt with different perceptions of in-
tegration into Quebec society: progres-
sion in material wellbeing; adaptation
to social environment and lifestyle;
evaluation of professional prospects in
Quebec; level of satisfaction concern-

ing social relations and perception of
the level of welcoming by the
Québécois; and desire to return to their

native country. Age, civil status, sex as
well as immigration status (refugee,
resident, citizen, etc.) were also in-
cluded as variables.

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) and
t-tests were carried out in order to
evaluate the effect of each of the inde-

pendent variables on the score of psy-
chological distress. Following this first
analysis, a logistic regression analysis
was carried out in order to determine

the most important predictors.

Results

As shown in Table 1, the level of psy-
chological tension, which was rela-
tively low, varied significantly
according to the national origin of the
respondents. The post hoc analysis
demonstrated that the Cambodians

experienced the lowest levels of dis-
tress, differing significantly from all
other groups, except the Guatemalans.
The Tamils, however, had the highest
levels of distress, differing signifi-
cantly from all other groups, except
the Bulgarians, who differed signifi-
cantly from the Guatemalans.

Several postmigratory factors ap-
pear to have modulated the psycho-
logical scores. Refugees living in
Québec for less than one year had
higher levels of distress than those
who had been in Québec between one
and three years. Citizenship status also
modulated the levels of tension; those

Table 1: Variations in the Level of Psychological Tension According to Significant Variables

Mean F or t DF p Mean F or t DF p
Ethnocultural groups Knowledge of English
Bulgarians 14.32 10.43 4,452 0.001 poor 12.54 -3.15 442 .002Cambodians 11.74 good 13.81
Ethiopians 13.18 French coursesGuatemalans 12.42 1267 294 451 003Tamils 1491 no 13.83Immigration status . ,
ť permanent resident 12.77 6.46 3,450 .0003 Difficulties . of adaptation ,permanent ť . , , 14.59 1/ICQ low 12.5 4.09 347 .0001
accepted . , refugee , 1/ICQ 14.59

awaiting status 15.30
Canadian citizen 13.10 Adaptation to environment

Length of stay in Québec better than before 12.93 3.71 444 .0001
less than 1 year 14.06 3.76 2,450 .023 worse than before 15.46
1 year to 3 years 12.67 Adaptation to lifestyle
4 years and over 13.09 better than before 12.87 4.21 444 .0001

Level of education worse than before 15.87
less than 12 years 12.72 -2.52 417 .012 Perception of attitudes of welcoming by Québecers
more than 12 years 13.77 positive u ?5 3 65 446 0001Employment negative 14.30yes 12.65 -2.02 437 .0044■ļ347 Appreciation of neighboursn° ■ļ347 strong 13.07 -2.16 451 .034Family income weak 14 43
less than $1000 13.72 2.62 451 .009
more than $1000 12.70 Level of satisfaction in social relations

Material conditions weak stro^ £40 55 5.28 443 .003better than before 12.87 2.94 445 .003 weak 55
worse than before 14.08 Desire to return to country of origin

Perception of professional future in Québec strong 13.67 2.59 448 .010optimistic 12.77 3.07 376 .002 weak 1267
pessimistic 14.08
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who had permanent resident status in
Canada reported less psychological
tension than those who had been ac-

cepted as refugees or were awaiting
refugee status. Canadian citizens were
also less tense than those awaiting sta-
tus determination.

Respondents with higher levels of
education, as well as those with a good
knowledge of English or those who
did not attend French language
courses were more likely to report
higher levels of psychological tension.
Refugees who were unemployed or
had a low family income, as well as
those experiencing difficulties adapt-
ing to the Québec social environment,
reported higher levels of tension. In
contrast, an optimistic evaluation of a
professional future in Quebec resulted
in lower levels of psychological ten-
sion.

Positive perceptions concerning
improved material conditions, adap-
tation to the social environment and

lifestyle of Québec were also indica-
tors of lower tension levels. The same

effect was present when respondents
reported positively about perceived
Québécois hospitality, social relations,
and a weak desire to return to their

native country.
Other factors such as household

size, willingness to discuss personal
problems, perceived willingness of
their neighbours to assist, knowledge
of French, the ethnic origin of friends,
participation in intra- or extra-commu-
nal activities, age, civil status, and sex
did not significantly vary with the level
of psychological distress.

Discussion

This comparative study of refugees liv-
ing in Montreal provided support for
the presence of important variables in
the modulation of psychological dis-
tress within the five ethnocultural

groups considered. In this respect, two
groups, the Bulgarians and the Tamils
could be clearly distinguished from
the others, and this was confirmed by
logistic regression. Table 2 indicates
that being a member of either of these
two groups was associated with high
levels of psychological tension. This

Table 2. Odd Ratios for Predictors of Psychological Tension
According to Logistic Regression

Variables Odd Ratio CI (95%)
Bulgarians 3.79 (2.12; 6.77)Tamils 2.91 (1.62; 5.23)
Amelioration of material conditions 0.68 (0.48; 0.95)
Desire to return to country of origin 0.75 (0.59; 0.93)
Perception of professional
future in Quebec 0.80 (0.64; 0.99)
Family income 0.85 (0.73; 0.99)
Difficulties of adaptation 0.87 (0.78; 0.97)

Note: Final Chi-square model: Chi-square 69.30; df 7; p <0.0001.

could be due to specific factors linked
to their integration in Quebec society.

Preliminary results of our research
(Jacob, Levy, Bertot et al. 1993) showed
that both groups were confronted with
problems which differentiated them
from other groups included in the
study. The highest percentage of per-
sons awaiting refugee status was
found among Bulgarians and this find-
ing can explain in part why they expe-
rienced higher levels of psychological
tension. Secondly, the Bulgarians re-
ported the highest level of university
education - a finding which could be a
second source of tension, since, in spite
of this asset and the fact that many
speak fluent French, they had the high-
est level of unemployment among the
study groups, as well as the greatest
drop in living standards, compared to
the other groups.

While economic factors seemed

prominent in explaining the higher
levels of tension experienced by the
Bulgarians, another configuration
could be pinpointed for the Tamils.
Although their economic standing was
slightly higher than the Bulgarians,
they had more difficulties fitting into
the sociocultural milieu of Montreal,
reporting high levels of stress in adapt-
ing to their new environment, as well
as the lowest level of fluency in French,
the lowest number of French-Cana-

dian friends and the most negative
perception of the hospitality of the

Quebec population. They also re-
ported the greatest difficulty in adapt-
ing to the social environment or
lifestyle. Furthermore, the Tamils were
most likely to report a desire to return
to their native country. All these di-
mensions seem to indicate a less satis-

factory integration in Montreal than in
Toronto (Shier and Coomarasamy
1988; Mills 1993).

As we shall now see, several factors

affected the level of psychological dis-
tress for the study population as a
whole. Length of stay in Quebec had a
significant impact, with the first year
being crucial in this respect. This effect
has also been reported in other studies
on refugees from Southeast Asia
(Beiser et alģ 1989). The high initial
stress levels can be linked to the level

of stress experienced during the
premigratory context. However, one
should note that stress levels increased

slightly after three years. This could be
due to new stresses related to prob-
lems arising from the integration proc-
ess. Awaiting the determination of
refugee status could also have contrib-
uted to tensions, since the lengthy judi-
cial process, and the unpredictability
of the outcome were certainly impor-
tant sources of stress. However, this
factor was not found to be a significant
determinant of psychological wellbe-
ing.

Higher levels of education were
associated with higher levels of psy-

Refuge, Vol. 13, No. 9 (February 1994) 23



etiological tension. The underemploy-
ment generally experienced by immi-
grants and refugees (Tousignant 1992)
can have a deeper effect on the psycho-
logical wellbeing of the more edu-
cated, since they would suffer more
from professional changes.

Several economic factors were
linked to the psychological score: em-
ployment, family income (even if it
was lower than in the general popula-
tion), perceptions of progress in the
level of economic standing, and an
optimistic perspective concerning
one's professional future were all sig-

While many variables intervened in its modulation , logistic
regression suggested that psychological tension was predomi-

nantly modulated by socioeconomic factors and stressors linked

to the acculturation process as well as nostalgia for the country
of origin. These results indicated that the psychological tension

of refugees was dependent on objective indicators as well as
sociopsychological dimensions.

nificant factors in modulating psycho-
logical wellbeing among the refugees
interviewed. The logistic analysis (Ta-
ble 2) showed that the last three factors

were significant predictors, confirm-
ing the crucial role that economic inte-
gration plays in the development of
the mental health of the refugees
(Beiser 1990). In this respect, it seems
that objective economic conditions
alone do not positively influence psy-
chological health. In addition, cogni-
tive factors linked to the evaluation of

economic progress also have an effect
by empowering refugees in their quest
toward a brighter future.

Several variables which measure

sociocultural integration affected the
scale, but their impact disappeared al-
most completely when they were en-
tered in the logistic analysis. Some
linguistic variables (knowledge of
English, participation in French
courses) did affect the psychological
score, however, the linguistic situation
in Quebec may explain the paradoxical
results found in this research. Since
English is not the predominant lan-
guage in Quebec, speaking fluent Eng-
lish could be an impediment to

integration into the French milieu, es-
pecially among groups, like the
Tamils, for whom English is one of
their mother tongues. Conversely,
learning French through immersion
courses would enhance integration by
increasing possibilities of communica-
tion with the host population (Beiser
1990). But, as shown by the logistic
regression, these factors did not pre-
dict psychological wellbeing among
refugees.

While satisfactory social relations
and positive perceptions concerning
adaptation to the Québécois social en-

vironment were strong positive pre-
dictors of psychological wellbeing, dif-
ficulties encountered in the adaptation
process were one of the main negative
predictors revealed by logistic regres-
sion (Table 2), suggesting that stresses
and conflicts linked to acculturation

are, as proposed by Berry (1990), a
source of reduced mental health status

of refugees. Finally, it seems that a
strong desire to return to one's native
country is also a predictor of psycho-
logical distress, indicating that for
some refugees, life in their new coun-
try cannot erase the memories and nos-
talgia for their native country. As
reported by Beiser et al. (1989), nostal-
gic people have a tendency to be more
depressed than those who are oriented
toward the present and the future. This
was also the case in our study.

Conclusion

The results of this study of refugees
living in Montreal led us to conclude
that the level of psychological tension
varied according to the ethnic group
studied and was higher for Bulgarians
and Tamils. While many variables in-
tervened in its modulation, logistic re-

gression suggested that psychological
tension was predominantly modu-
lated by socioeconomic factors and
stressors linked to the acculturation

process as well as nostalgia for the
country of origin. These results indi-
cated that the psychological tension of
refugees was dependent on objective
indicators as well as sociopsychologi-
cal dimensions. Both have to be taken

into account when defining programs
of intervention among these
populations in order to increase their
wellbeing and enable them to success-
fully integrate into their new physical
and sociocultural environment. D
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