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Abstract

Aims: To evaluate qualitative research on substance use and substance use disorders

(SUDs) among refugees in terms of practitioners’ and substance users’ attitudes, beliefs

and experiences.

Methods: Six medical, allied health and social sciences databases (EBSCO, PubMed,

ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Scholar and the Cochrane Library) were systematically

searched in a time frame between January and April 2021 to identify original peer-

reviewed articles describing qualitative findings related to substance use among refugees

(alcohol, illicit drugs, tobacco and prescription drugs). Study selection, critical appraisal

and detailed extraction were performed via the Joanna Briggs Institute Database of Sys-

tematic Reviews and Implementation Reports according to Preferred Reporting Items for

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Systematic Reviews (PRISMA)

(2018). Three independent reviewers selected the relevant abstracts and articles. Syn-

thesis of the evidence identified prominent themes relating to the context and conse-

quences of substance use.

Results: Twenty-six studies were included in this review. Twenty-three studies applied

qualitative methods and three applied mixed methods. Synthesis of the evidence from

the included studies resulted in four main findings: there is a considerable susceptibility

of refugees to substance use and SUDs; the harmful consequences of substance use are

complicated by the social insecurities of refugees; there are rather high barriers to treat-

ment and health facilities for refugees in many host countries; and there is a strong need

to improve effective access to treatment, interventions and prevention approaches.

Conclusions: Refugees are at high risk for substance use and substance use disorders

and often face high barriers to treatment and interventions in host countries.

K E YWORD S

Ethnographic observations, focus group discussion, qualitative interviews, refugees, substance use,
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INTRODUCTION

Substance use disorders (SUDs) are defined as the use of alcohol,

pharmaceuticals or street drugs at a clinically significant level as indi-

cated by key symptoms such as tolerance development, withdrawal,

craving and loss of control, which can be interpreted as impairments

of the key functions relevant for human life and survival, as well as

individual harm caused by this consumption [1]. Substance use is

influenced by various environmental and sociocultural factors, includ-

ing social stress exposure as well as the social acceptance of some

substances, health, age and the consequences of use [2, 3]. As such,

certain populations appear more vulnerable to SUDs; in particular, ref-

ugees are considered to be highly vulnerable to substance use as a

coping mechanism and self-medication behaviour based on studies

that have been conducted in Europe, North America and Australia

[4, 5]. The assumed reasons for these elevated risks are migration and

post-migration stressors that are significantly associated with mental

health disorders such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and

depression [4].

According to the 1951 Refugee Convention treaty, refugees are

‘people who are unable or unwilling to return to their country of ori-

gin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of

race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or

political opinion’ [5]. The United Nations High Commissioner for Ref-

ugees (UNHCR) provided further clarification of displaced population

compared to refugees ‘Internally displaced people (IDPs) have not

crossed a border to find safety. Unlike refugees, they are on the run

at home. IDPs stay within their own country and remain under the

protection of its government, even if that government is the reason

for their displacement’ [6]. However, the legal frameworks and poli-

cies regarding refugees lack consistency among countries, which

impacts refugees’ access to health services [7]. For instance, in the

early 1990s, Cuban migrants in the United States (US) were granted

refugee status, which facilitated their access to health services,

whereas many African migrants in Europe are given the status of

undocumented migrants, which limits their access to health services

[8, 9]. In low- and middle-income host countries, access to health ser-

vices is usually granted for documented and undocumented refugees

via the UNHCR and the International Organization for Migration

(IOM) [10, 11].

According to a relevant global systematic review, the available

quantitative evidence of SUDs among refugees is still limited; hence,

the generalization of the findings is a point of concern because of the

limited representativeness of the study samples [12].

Qualitative research contributes significantly to providing evi-

dence and understanding the micro and macro dimensions of sub-

stance use [13, 14]. Quantitative surveys about substance use, on the

other hand, can be prone to misinterpretation because of social and

cultural differences in the explanatory models, which limit mutual

understanding even when using the same medical terminology [15].

Moreover, survey instruments are designed with standardized ques-

tion sets and scales, without the benefit of an additional contextual

understanding of changing patterns of drug use among different

migrant groups [14–16]. Hence, the context-sensitive and iterative

approach of qualitative methods can help inform survey development

for substance use and may improve the validity of survey instruments

[14]. Contextualization is an important objective of qualitative

research; it is significant to contextual investigations of substance use

conducted in the service of developing, monitoring and evaluating all

public health interventions [17]. It is thought that a deeper under-

standing of the specific reasons for substance use can help to effec-

tively tailor communications and policy development to the

appropriate target populations [18, 19].

Refugees are groups of people who are vulnerable to stressful

circumstances. Interviewing stressed and traumatized populations

regarding substance use is sensitive work, and the findings can

sometimes be stigmatizing [20–22]. However, qualitative researchers

have developed techniques that are incorporated throughout their

research processes to minimize these challenges [23]. In addition,

there is evidence to suggest that, when handled correctly, partici-

pants find that telling their stories provides them with a sense of

relief [23].

Aim and significance of this review

This systematic review aimed to answer the following main question:

what qualitative research studies on substance use among refugees

are available, and what contributions do these studies make to under-

standing the development, explanation, consequences and treatment

of SUDs among refugees? Finding the answer to these questions can

also help inform survey development and improve the validity of sur-

vey use for future research on SUDs among refugees.

METHODS

The current review involved structured and systematic searches for

peer-reviewed qualitative literature conducted based on the Joanna

Briggs Institute (JBI) guidelines [24, 25] (Supporting information

Table S1: PRISMA checklist). This review was carried out by a team of

six experts in pharmacy, addiction sciences, mental health, psychiatry,

clinical psychology and transcultural psychotherapy. No current or

ongoing systematic reviews on SUDs among refugees were identified.

No protocol for this systematic review has been published.

Identification of the essential research questions

The main question of this review and the search strategy were devel-

oped using the SPIDER process, which was designed for qualitative

and mixed methods literature [26]. Our SPIDER parameters were as

follows: sample, refugees; phenomena of interest, substance use and

SUDs; design, any; evaluation, any; and research type, qualitative. For

this review, a substance was defined as any psychoactive compound

that has the potential to cause health and social problems, including

REVIEW OF SUBSTANCE USE AMONG REFUGEES 219

 13600443, 2023, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/add.16021 by C

harité - U
niversitaetsm

edizin, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [20/12/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



legal substances (e.g. alcohol and tobacco), illegal substances

(e.g. heroin and cocaine) and controlled substances such as hydroco-

done or oxycodone (e.g. Oxycontin, Vicodin).

Search strategy and eligibility criteria

The search strategy aimed to locate both published and unpublished

studies. To identify appropriate synonyms in the thesaurus terms for

this systematic review, an initial limited search of MEDLINE and the

Cochrane Library was conducted in January 2021, which enabled us

to add more terms that have been evaluated by the number of

records affected during the optimization process for the search

keywords. The keywords algorithm is described in the supporting

information (Supporting information Table S2). The titles and

abstracts of relevant articles and the index terms used to describe

the articles were used to develop a full search strategy for the

EBSCO, PubMed, ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Scholar and the

Cochrane Library databases from January until March 2021 and

updated in April to May 2021.

Studies were considered eligible for inclusion if they described

any findings related to SUDs among refugees. The findings considered

relevant included the experiences of substance use among refugees,

substance use service provisions, demand for services and utilization,

exposure to substance use, engagement in drug or alcohol production

and illegal work and consequences of SUDs. All qualitative studies

that involved refugees, key informants, professionals or stakeholders

working with refugees were included.

There were no limitations on age, sex, or publication type. The

research team consisted of three native German speakers, two

F I GU R E 1 Flow chart of articles screened and selected for review. Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses:
The PRISMA Statement [25]
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native Arabic speakers and one native English speaker; therefore,

studies published in English, German and Arabic were included. All

identified citations were collated and duplicates were removed.

Articles were excluded if they were not original peer-reviewed

studies, were not published in English, Arabic, or German, did not

identify the population as refugees or did not provide findings

related to substance use.

Screening, selection and data extraction

Following a pilot test, abstract screening against inclusion criteria, full

text reviews and data extraction were conducted by three indepen-

dent reviewers. The citation details were imported into the JBI System

for the Unified Management, Assessment and Review of Information

(SUMARI) [24].

T AB L E 2 The quality assessment for qualitative studies and ranking system of dependability

Studies

Critical appraisal checklist—JBI Database for Systematic Reviews

Q1a Q2b Q3c Q4d Q5e Q6f Q7g Q8h Q9i Q10j Rankk

Carter [28] + + + + + + + + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Deilamizade et al. [29] + + + + + +/− +/− + +/− + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Deimel [30] +/− + +/− + + − − +/− +/− + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Ezard et al. [31] + + + + + − +/− + +/− + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Ezard et al. [32] + + + + + − +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Ezard [33] + + + + + − +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Furber et al. [34] + + + + + − + + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Horyniak et al. [35] +/− + + + + +/− + + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Horyniak et al. [36] + + + + + +/− +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Horyniak et al. [37] + + + + + +/− + + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Im & George [38] + + + + + +/− + + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Lindert et al. [39] + + + + + +/− +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

McCleary et al. [40] + + + + + +/− +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

McCleary & Wieling [41] + + + + + + + + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

McCleary [42] + + + + + +/− − + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Meyer et al. [43] + + + + + − +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Mirza et al. [44] + + + + + +/− +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Naseh et al. [45] + + + + + + +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Pagano [46] + + + + + + +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Posselt et al. [47] + + + + + − + + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Posselt et al. [48] + + + + + − + + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Power & Pratt [49] + + + + + − +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Sandberg [50] + + + + + +/− + + − + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Shedlin et al. [51] + + + + + − +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Streel & Schilperoord [52] + + + + + − +/− + − + (4, 5) ‘yes’

Wazaify et al. [53] + + + + + − +/− + + + (4, 5) ‘yes’

+ = Yes; – = No; +/– = Unclear
aIs there congruity between the stated philosophical perspective and the research methodology?
bIs there congruity between the research methodology and the research question or objectives?
cIs there congruity between the research methodology and the methods used to collect data?
dIs there congruity between the research methodology and the representation and analysis of data?
eIs there congruity between the research methodology and the interpretation of results?
fIs there a statement locating the researcher culturally or theoretically?
gIs the influence of the researcher on the research, and vice-versa, addressed?
hAre participants, and their voices, adequately represented?
iIs the research ethical according to current criteria or, for recent studies, and is there evidence of ethical approval?
jDo the conclusions drawn in the research report flow from the analysis or interpretation of the data?
kRanking system of dependability by Munn et al [54]: (4, 5) ‘yes’ responses, the paper remains unchanged; (2, 3) ‘yes’ responses: move down 1 level; (0–1)
‘yes’ responses: move down 2 levels
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The search and the study inclusion process are presented in a

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses

Extension for Systematic Reviews (PRISMA) flow diagram [27]. The

flowchart illustrating the process is presented in Figure 1. The

extracted data included specific details about the participants, con-

cept, context, study methods and key findings relevant to the review

question are illustrated in Table 1.

Quality assessment

In the meta-aggregative approach, all studies included in the

review were subjected to a quality assessment process using the

Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP). Three independent

reviewers answered all CASP items for each study (Table 2). To

determine the credibility of the qualitative findings, we evaluated

the congruence between the authors’ interpretations and the sup-

porting data based on the ranking scale developed by Munn et al.

[54], as demonstrated in Figure 2. The credibility assessment

results are shown in Table 3, and two articles were excluded

accordingly.

Data synthesis

The purpose of data synthesis is to enhance the transferability of the

qualitative findings [55] from separate articles on the same topic. In

this review, we used a thematic approach, where the qualitative find-

ings from each study were highlighted and coded. The emerged

themes and sub-themes were categorized and organized by using the

JBI-SUMARI software. The findings related to the contexts and conse-

quences of substance use were collectively analysed and new meta-

categories and meta-themes emerged.

RESULTS

Study types and characteristics

A total of 228 citations were identified by systematic search via the

databases, and 15 additional studies were identified through the

manual search of the reference lists. Twenty-six studies were

included and charted. Although three studies applied a mixed-

methods design, the other 23 studies used only qualitative methods,

among which 15 studies conducted one method (four focus group

discussions and 11 semi-structured and in-depth interviews). Eight

studies combined multiple qualitative methods (four studies added

ethnographic observations, whereas another four studies added

focus group discussions). Sixteen qualitative studies were conducted

in high-income countries, including Australia, Germany, Norway

and the United States. Eight studies were conducted in upper-

middle-income countries, including Thailand, Iran and Jordan. In

comparison, two studies were conducted in low-income countries,

including Liberia and Guinea [56]. The primary emphasis of these

studies was substance use among refugees, with eight studies focus-

ing solely on alcohol consumption and two qualitative studies inves-

tigating prescription pharmaceuticals. Three studies compared the

problem of substance use among refugees in different host commu-

nities. Seven studies included counsellors, professionals and service

providers’ perspectives and experiences regarding this problem.

Table 1 summarizes each of these studies, and further characteristics

are illustrated in Figures 3 and 4.

Qualitative thematic findings

Four main themes emerged, and the subthemes were supported by

quotations gleaned from the results sections of the included studies.

F I G U R E 2 Measurement and ranking
level of credibility to the qualitative
findings. (This figure is cited from a study
conducted by Munn et al. [54] to
establish confidence in the output of
qualitative research synthesis using the
ConQual approach.)
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Theme 1: a considerable susceptibility of refugees to
SUDs

Across all the included qualitative studies, this underpinning theme

was the most frequently discussed among 23 studies, and we classi-

fied the reasons for substance use based on the professionals’ and ref-

ugees’ perspectives shown below.

Risk factors

Illiteracy, a lack of education, unemployment, poverty and a lack

of documentation were the most common factors discussed in the

three qualitative studies that engaged professionals and service pro-

viders in discussing the risk factors for substance use among refugees

[31, 45, 47]. Several studies focused on the risk factors for substance

use among Afghan refugees in Pakistan and Iran [31, 45] and Afghan

and African refugees in Australia [47]. Further risk factors were noted,

such as premigration experiences and trauma, integration and cultural

conflicts [47]. Exposure to and the availability of substances in the

host community, coping strategies and maladaptive self-medication

were noted as further important factors in exposing refugees to high

risk for substance use [47].

Triggers and motives

Alcohol was the dominant substance of use that was discussed across

the whole sample of studies. Motives behind heavy drinking were

documented in seven studies [28, 32, 33, 36, 41, 47, 49]. Socializing

and coping with sociostructural barriers, trauma and displacement

pressure were reported to motivate heavy alcohol consumption

among African, Bhutanese, Nepali and Karen refugees [32, 33, 41].

Motives for using substances other than alcohol were discussed in

seven studies among six different groups (i.e. African, Bhutanese, Colum-

bian, Iraqi, Karen, Liberian and Syrian refugees) [34, 35, 39, 44, 51, 52].

African refugees in Australia reported that traumatic experiences asso-

ciated with migration, family separation, integrational conflict and a

lack of education and employment were the main motives for using

illicit drugs [35]. Similar motives were reported among Liberian, Karen

and Bhutanese refugees [34, 44, 52]. Additionally, Iraqi refugees who

use prescription painkillers in the United States reported that many

Middle Eastern countries overuse pain medications, including opioid

medications, even without prescriptions [44]. In another study, Syrian

refugees indicated that taking substances helped them connect with

people and feel like a part of their new community. Likewise, the high

availability of different substances was recognized as a major trigger

for trial and consumption [39]. Similarly, Colombian refugees in Ecua-

dor mentioned that easy access to drugs on the streets and in bars

were considered a trigger for substance use [51].

Theme 2: harmful consequences of substance use
among refugees

Consequences that resulted from heavy alcohol consumption were

present in the findings of five qualitative studies, whereas conse-

quences that resulted from consuming other substances (i.e. illicit

F I GU R E 3 Number of qualitative
studies conducted among different
refugee communities between 2008
and 2021. (a) The refugee
communities mentioned in the
included studies of this systematic
review came from different nations
and ethnic groups:African (Somalian,
Eritrean, Sudani, Kenyan and
Liberian); Arab (Iraqi, Syrian and
Palestinian); Burmese (Karen); and
Latino (Colombian, Mexican and
Salvadoran). (b) There are two studies
that conducted the interview among
different refugee groups; therefore,
the total number is 28 in this figure
based on the cultural background of
refugees included in the studies

F I GU R E 4 Number of studies using different qualitative research
techniques. (Many studies used more than one instrument/tool;
therefore, the total number of data collection methods exceeds 26)
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drugs, prescription drugs, cannabis and khat) were present in the

findings of only two qualitative studies. This review categorized

the harmful impact of substance use into two subthemes: (i) conse-

quences on refugees’ relationships and self-images, and (ii) conse-

quences that emerged through interaction with the host

community.

Consequences on the refugees’ personal relationships

Partner and interpersonal violence were reported as being the most

harmful consequences of heavy alcohol consumption among African

refugees in Australia and Karen refugees in the United States and

Thailand [33, 36, 41, 43]. A recent study in Jordan conducted among

Palestinian refugees in two camps of the United Nations Relief and

Works Agency for Palestine Refugees reported a rise in substance use

among families and children to cope with political violence, trauma

and community stress [53]. Furthermore, refugee children reported

consuming substances in response to their parents’ substance use

problems to escape family problems and neglect [43]. Homelessness

was reported as another consequence of substance use, which often

results from the breakdown of family relationships [36]. Living on the

streets was found to escalate the problem of substance use, as drugs

are readily available in this environment. As a result, subjects, there-

fore, become more susceptible to engaging in illegal work and criminal

activities to obtain drugs [37, 50].

Consequences on the refugees’ relationships with their host

communities

Negative social repercussions experienced by refugees using sub-

stances included stigma, racism and negative interpersonal encounters

[37, 39, 41, 43]. African refugees in Australia who used injectable sub-

stances reported being discriminated against based on their skin col-

our, in addition to the stigmatizing nature of injecting drug use, which

culminated in encounters with the police and incarceration [37]. Simi-

larly, Afghan refugees in Iran reported experiencing limited work

opportunities and severe social and integrational conflicts [29]. Refu-

gees are stigmatized and racialized, and the use of substances further

limits their prospects of finding suitable employment [29]. As a result,

there is a greater chance of them using more substances and engaging

in unlawful activities [29, 51].

Theme 3: barriers in connecting refugees with
substance use treatment

Organizational and cultural barriers (host country)

Organizational and cultural challenges prevent high-income host com-

munities from facilitating addiction treatment services for refugees,

with legal and documentation issues being the most common barriers,

according to professionals and service providers in the United States,

Australia and Germany [30, 40, 48]. Professionals in the United States

acknowledged a lack of culturally and linguistically appropriate sub-

stance use treatment options for refugees [40]. A similar barrier was

reported in Australia [36, 48]. Obstacles to treating migrants with

addictions were classified in exploratory interviews with German

counsellors based on migrants’ statuses (i.e. whether they were docu-

mented or undocumented) [30]. Although undocumented migrants

face additional obstacles in receiving addiction treatment, migrants

with temporary permits also experience challenges because of institu-

tional barriers [30].

It was reported that service providers in Australia lack culturally

and linguistically diverse resources, such as bicultural consultation

workers, which makes it difficult to connect with refugees and pro-

vide them with appropriate treatment referrals and effective counsel-

ling [48]. Latino refugees in the United States complained about a

scarcity of Spanish-speaking therapists and care providers. Fear of

deportation was cited as a legal impediment to substance use treat-

ment [46].

Lack of mental health and substance use awareness (refugees)

Refugees with substance use problems in Australia often do not

access mental health services, as reported by health professionals and

service providers [48]. Among the studies in this review, only two

qualitative studies explored the perceptions and awareness of refu-

gees regarding the substance of abuse and treatment. In the

United States, Bhutanese and Iraqi refugees reported misconceptions

and a lack of awareness regarding substance use terminology. They

did not distinguish between the excessive use of alcohol, prescription

drug abuse and self-medication [44]. The refugees perceived using

some substances as self-medication, and they quoted traditional

beliefs regarding the health benefits of these substances [44, 47]. For

example, Karen refugees in Thailand perceived alcohol as a medicine

and betel quid as a safe, natural social substance [33, 34]. Moreover,

service providers in Australia noted the lack of informative resources

and further tools to enhance awareness about substance use among

refugees [34]. Latino refugees in the United States were unaware of

existing treatment centres and lacked access to information and

counselling services [46].

Stigma as a psychological and social barrier

Refugees from different cultural backgrounds (African, Afghan,

Bhutanese, Latino, Syrian and Iraqi refugees) struggled with differ-

ent sources of stigma and social isolation because of substance use

[28, 29, 36, 37, 39, 44, 46]. Young African refugees in Australia who

were marginalized reported having negative experiences with the legal

system and being unfairly targeted by the police [37]. In addition to

other social-stigma sources, such as family, friends and neighbours, ref-

ugees felt stigmatized by the respective treatment centres [29]. Similar

levels of stigma were reported among Bhutanese and Iraqi refugees in

the United States [44]. Stigma directly impacts sociopsychological prob-

lems; self-stigma has been reported among Afghan refugees who use

substances in Iran, and it has been associated with frequent treatment

failure [29]. Alcohol use among Karen refugee children was reported as

a response to self-stigma and an attempt to cope with the stigma of

their parents’ drinking behaviours [43].

Substance use among refugees is gendered; women who have

difficulties with substance use are stigmatized more than men [46]. As
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indicated by Latino refugees in the United States, although consuming

alcohol is socially acceptable for both men and women, addiction is

particularly shameful and internally stigmatized among women.

Accordingly, it is difficult for women to accept their addictions, so

they avoid social communication. This issue was reported as a gender-

based treatment barrier [46].

Theme 4: effective access to treatment, intervention
and prevention approaches

Organizational and structural coordination

Two research studies in this review made crucial recommendations on

increasing informative and linguistic approaches in therapeutic and

counselling services [34, 40]. Health professionals’ training and

resources play a significant role in effective communication with refu-

gees from different cultural backgrounds that use substances in host

communities [48]. Professionals and service providers in the

United States reported that coordinating regular health follow-up

among refugees is usually successful in providing referrals for refu-

gees with substance use problems [40].

Intervention and prevention

Refugees’ perspectives on the intervention and prevention

approaches for substance use were discussed in two qualitative stud-

ies among different refugee groups in high- and low-income contexts

(i.e. the United States and Thailand) [32, 44]. Education and resettle-

ment prevented risky alcohol consumption among Karen refugees in

Thailand [32]. In the United States, Bhutanese and Iraqi refugees sug-

gested approaches to treatment that preserve their respect and dig-

nity as an effective intervention, in addition to employment and

education resources [44]. The misconception between the use, misuse

and abuse of prescription drugs was rarely discussed in the reviewed

studies, although this information appears to be a crucial point in the

awareness and prevention of the excessive use of similar drugs among

refugees. Iraqi refugees in one study mentioned this point, thereby

implying the need for a community-wide awareness about used pre-

scription and pain medications in the United States [44].

DISCUSSION

Key findings and implications

Our review revealed four major findings related to the causes and

consequences of substance use among refugees: (i) a considerable

susceptibility of refugees to substance use; (ii) harmful consequences

of substance use among refugees; (iii) barriers in connecting refugees

with substance use treatment; and (iv) effective access to treatment,

interventions and prevention approaches.

An important finding of our review is the high susceptibility of ref-

ugees to substance use. Refugees are already struggling with postmi-

gration challenges and mental health problems because of forced

migration and premigration trauma [30, 47, 57]. The availability and

low cost of substances in the host communities, as well as differing

legalization, pose further obstacles for refugees [31, 39, 44]. The cul-

tural differences in socially acceptable drugs of use were an important

finding in a recently conducted study among Syrian men refugees in

Germany [39]. In addition, two separate refugee groups in the

United States demonstrated how difficult it was for them to cope with

varying levels of substance use legalization [44]. For example, prescrip-

tion drug use is legal and acceptable in Iraq, whereas prescription drug

use is restricted in the United States. This finding is consistent with the

results of other studies that documented that alcohol, for example, is

the most widespread substance of use among refugees who migrated

to communities where alcohol is legal, available and affordable [31, 39].

The second key finding of our review is the harmful conse-

quences of substance use among refugees. The reviewed studies

noted that refugees who use substances and live on the streets are

trapped in the drug world by engaging in illegal activities [35, 37, 50].

Accordingly, legal consequences imposed by the authorities in host

communities and fear of deportation prevent affected refugees from

attending treatment services [45, 46].

Shame and stigmatization by the host communities and the refu-

gees’ environments were other harmful consequences reported by

Afghan, African and Karen refugees in Iran, Australia and the United

States [29, 36, 46]. The affected refugees usually struggled with stigma

originating from three sources: (i) family and friends, (ii) the host com-

munity and (iii) self-stigma. This stigmatization can negatively impact

the affected refugees’ mental health; according to Afghan refugees in

Iran, uch stigma exacerbates the problem of substance use, decreases

their chances of finding a suitable job and destabilizes their lives [29].

Consequently, the risk factors for substance use are perpetuated. Con-

tinued substance use becomes the easiest next step, as long as different

substances are widely available and affordable [36, 39, 48].

The third finding of our review consists of the barriers to acces-

sing the treatment for substance use among refugees. The language

of interaction in mental health institutions was documented as a sig-

nificant barrier [58]. It is well known that mental health issues and

sensitive topics such as substance use are transcultural [40, 46]. Nev-

ertheless, six studies described a lack of linguistically informative pro-

grams, which was the most documented barrier in high-context

settings1 in the United States, Germany and Australia. More linguisti-

cally sensitive awareness programs should be focused on high-context

settings, as well as refugee camp settings [12]. Another reported sig-

nificant organizational and structural barrier preventing refugees from

receiving effective treatment was that refugees do not have health

insurance linked to their residency status in some communities. Fur-

thermore, even if available, health insurance usually does not cover

the costs of psychotherapy or substance abuse treatment.

The fourth finding of our review is the need to develop effective

treatment strategies. The findings emphasized that effective treat-

ment could be achieved by practical solutions to the previously

1High context-setting refers to refugees who do not live in the refugees’ camps, but live

inside the cities of the host countries.
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mentioned barriers, such as the communication challenges [59], infor-

mative programs and health insurance issues reported by refugees

and professionals in these studies [37, 45, 48, 52]. However, signifi-

cantly improving effective treatment also depends on the affected ref-

ugees’ awareness and willingness to seek help from professionals; this

was discussed in the findings in our review [44, 48]. The studies

described that refugees often lack the mental health knowledge to

recognize their susceptibility to substance use; hence, they often do

not seek treatment. These findings are consistent with the findings of

an earlier study [60]. Accordingly, awareness programs should be

included in efforts to improve treatment to achieve an effective treat-

ment strategy. Therefore, White [57] suggested that cultural and

legally informative interactions about substance use can facilitate

counselling and successful referral to treatment. However, the willing-

ness of refugees to seek professional help is only one part of the solu-

tion; another significant and essential part is providing certain types

of health insurance and language-sensitive treatment options for sub-

stance use and mental illnesses [58, 61].

Finally, the evidence from the empirical qualitative studies

reviewed in this publication confirms that qualitative research can

essentially contribute to the development and provision of concep-

tual frameworks. Research on SUDs among refugees is a rather

new stream of literature; therefore, without enough prior knowl-

edge, testing hypotheses by applying predefined categories in

quantitative studies might lead to misinterpretation and generali-

zation bias. Additionally, although refugees are often treated as a

universal group, the personal experiences found through qualita-

tive methods enable us to look beyond statistical averages and

emphasize the participants’ diversity in regard to their living envi-

ronments, barriers and personal backgrounds. We find the latter

aspect crucial to contextualizing our findings and informing service

providers.

Limitations of this review

The search strategy that was used explicitly focused on SUDs.

Therefore, there might be studies that broadly explored the mental

health or general health of refugees and included substance use

measures, but did not have the term ‘substance use’ in their article

title, abstract or keywords, which guided our systematic search. Like-

wise, for the term ‘refugees,’ it is possible that articles examined

substance use among different groups of migrants without including

the term ‘refugees’ in the search parameters. Although this review

was conducted on studies published in three languages, English, Ger-

man and Arabic, there is a tendency for bias introduced by not

retrieving studies conducted in other languages. Our review did not

provide sufficient data to address the differences between different

legal situations of first and second-generation refugees. However,

this topic is highly relevant and should be addressed in further stud-

ies. Another limitation of our results is the lack of explicit reports on

the effects of stigma and racist exclusion on the response rate

among refugees in the host country.

Recommendations for future research

Despite the substantial evidence discussed herein, several topics

require further elucidation. For example, further research is needed to

understand the burdens and risk factors for substance use among

groups of refugees in low- and middle-income countries that were not

addressed in this review. The study presented here on Somalian refu-

gees in Kenya [38] illustrates the importance of this topic.

In addition, it is important to explore refugees’ knowledge and

experiences of using drugs in their home countries and explanatory

models of substance use [15]. Furthermore, local policies regarding

illegal and legal drug availability should be systematically assessed and

compared with respect to their impacts on drug use in vulnerable

populations. For example, one of the studies in our review mentioned

benzodiazepines and amphetamines without providing further details

on the source of supply and method of consumption [31]. This point

is essential, especially in low-income and conflict regions, as prescrip-

tion drug legalization is often inactive because of war or crises, and

pharmacists in such situations often provide drugs without a prescrip-

tion [62]. Some studies have also reported that some physicians over-

prescribe psychotropics to stressed populations [63]. Whether

provided by a health professional or obtained from an illegal market,

detailed and in-depth interviews are required to understand refugees’

access to prescription drugs.

There is a need to understand tobacco use among refugees for

further explorative studies, which was under-reported in this context.

Among the 26 studies, tobacco use was reported in two studies as

being consumed with other substances (e.g. with khat or with betel

quid) as reported by Somalian refugees in Kenya and Burmese refu-

gees in Australia, respectively [34, 38].

Finally, we feel that the most significant aspect of future studies

should be to concentrate on effective interventions and preventive

strategies in various host communities, considering the sociocultural

backgrounds of refugees. There are insufficient studies on substance

use interventions’ effectiveness, feasibility or acceptability among ref-

ugee populations [64]. The refugees’ perspectives and successful

treatment experiences could provide a deeper understanding of when

and why refugees decide to attend treatment, how and why they

relapse and other factors that may effectively facilitate treatment

access for refugees.

CONCLUSIONS

This review synthesized the findings of qualitative research on the

topic of substance use among refugees. The findings suggest a need

to incorporate culturally and linguistically sensitive substance use

prevention strategies and treatments into the health and counselling

services provided to refugees. Efforts to overcome language barriers

and obstacles to accessing health facilities among refugees are

needed to effectively integrate affected refugees into treatment

centres.
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