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Even  though  asylum  seekers  show  a high  prevalence  of  trauma-related  disorders  and  comorbid  psy-
chological  stress  symptoms,  little  is  known  about  how  their  mental  health  develops  during  the  asylum
process  and what  options  of  care  are  provided.  We  aimed  to investigate  the  mental  health  and  treatment
utilization  of asylum  seekers  after  they  were  transferred  from  a state  registration-  and  reception-center  to
municipal  shelters  in  Germany.  N =  228  asylum  seekers  with  on-going  asylum  procedure  were  recruited
in  the  psychosocial  walk-in  clinic  located  in a state  registration-  and  reception-center.  We  firstly  cap-
tured  symptoms  of  posttraumatic  stress,  depression,  anxiety  disorders,  quality  of  life,  as well as  alcohol
or drug  abuse.  Subsequently  we  performed  a follow-up  after  three  months  to evaluate  a potential  shift  in
symptoms  and  determining  rates  of  access  to  treatment.  In the  pre-post  psychometric  assessment,  there
were statistically  significant  changes  in  depression  (PHQ-2),  panic  (PHQ-PD)  and  psychosocial  well-being
uality of life
sychiatric care
sychotherapy
eception-center

scores  (WHO-5).  However,  all  these  scores  still  remained  within  a clinical  relevant  range,  respectively.
Traumatic  stress  (PC-PTSD-5)  and  general  anxiety  scores  (GAD-2)  did  not  change  significantly.  Although
N  = 44 (66%)  of  the  interviewed  patients  had been  referred  to  psychotherapy  initially,  none  (0%)  of  them
had received  outpatient  psychotherapeutic  treatment  after  three  months.  Our  results  emphasize  a  strong
need for low-threshold,  cultural  adapted  psychotherapeutic  treatment  for asylum  seekers.

©  2019  Elsevier  B.V.  All  rights  reserved.
. Introduction

As a result of persecution, armed conflicts, deficient health care,
nd human rights violations, more than 68.5 million people world-
ide were forcibly displaced from their homes by the end of 2018

1]. Due to pre-, peri-, and post-migratory distress factors, fleeing

eople are at high risk of developing mental health problems. In
ecent literature, up to 40% of refugees are reported to be affected
y posttraumatic stress, depression, and anxiety disorders [2–7].

This study was approved by the ethics committee of the University of Heidelberg
S-041/2017)
∗ Corresponding author at: Department for General Internal Medicine and Psy-

hosomatics, University Hospital Heidelberg, INF 410, 69120, Heidelberg, Germany.
E-mail address: christoph.nikendei@med.uni-heidelberg.de (C. Nikendei).

1 both authors contributed equally.
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168-8510/© 2019 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
These figures are even more pronounced in vulnerable groups like
migrating pregnant women, unaccompanied minor asylum seek-
ers (UMAs), and elderly people [8–10]. Current findings, therefore,
underline the urgent need for effective interventions - preferably
shortly after the asylum seekers have arrived in the respective host
countries.

There are various longitudinal studies which analyze the
dynamics of asylum seekers’ overall mental health, with a partic-
ular focus on symptoms of post-traumatic stress, depression, and
anxiety disorders, both in observational follow-up studies [11–18]
and treatment intervention studies [19]. Reporting follow-up peri-
ods from six months up to ten years, the majority of studies indicate

that refugees and asylum seekers show persisting mental health
problems over time [11,12,15,17,18]. However, there are some
studies that reveal an improvement of psychological symptoms
at the time of re-assessment [13,14,16,19], although measures did

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2019.07.008
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01688510
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/healthpol
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.healthpol.2019.07.008&domain=pdf
mailto:christoph.nikendei@med.uni-heidelberg.de
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2019.07.008
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ot necessarily present ‘normal’ or ‘healthy’ results in the assessed
reas of mental health [12,13,15,16]. Therefore, it seems crucial that
sylum seekers receive trauma related and culturally sensitive psy-
hotherapeutic treatment at an early stage [20]. There are several
ffective approaches for the treatment of posttraumatic stress and
elated disorders in asylum seeker populations [21].

Regarding mental health care, the most common approach of
sylum seekers seems to be to consult a general medical practi-
ioner [22–24]. This way of dealing with psychological impairment
nd mental illness is even more pronounced than in the general
opulation [25]. Interestingly, asylum seekers who complain of
ental health problems visit general medical practitioners and
edical specialists (not psychiatrists) significantly more often

han those without psychological complaints [23,25]. This might
lso explain why the majority of asylum seekers with mental
ealth problems primarily receive psychiatric medication instead
f psychotherapy [14,23], as general practitioners tend to pre-
er psychopharmacological medication over psychotherapy in the
reatment of mental illnesses [26]. Other reasons could be problems
egarding the funding of psychotherapy and language difficul-
ies. Further studies revealed that only ten percent of traumatized
efugees were treated with specialized trauma therapy [24,27].
ccording to another study, forced migrants with psychiatric dis-
rders receive less psychotherapeutic support in comparison to the
esident population, even after having lived in the host country for
any years [22]. Thorough evaluation of access to mental health

are is thus very important in this population.
While the mentioned longitudinal studies provide some evi-

ence on the course of mental health among asylum seekers, little is
nown on the transition from the initial reception center to munic-
pal settings, and on their access to follow-up care after initial
xpert assessment and evaluation of their needs upon arrival. To
ate, there are no studies that have examined access to appropriate
ental health care for asylum seekers in respect of experts’ rec-

mmendations following initial reception center evaluation. This
tudy aims to accompany asylum seekers with mental health prob-
ems in procedures related to mental health care: starting with
he clinical diagnostic assessment, we were interested in what the
reatment indications were, what kind of recommendations for
herapy were made, and what treatment each individual eventually
eceived. This prospective, longitudinal follow-up study investi-
ates (1) how psychological symptoms change over time and (2)
hat kind of psychiatric and psychotherapeutic support is offered

o asylum seekers after their transfer to districts, who  were diag-
osed with psychological illness at their initial visit in a walk-in
linic located in a German state registration and reception center.

e hypothesized that (a) the symptoms of psychological com-
laints and illness would prevail or increase, and that (b) only a
inority of asylum seekers would report to have received psy-

hopharmacological and psychotherapeutic support according to
xperts’ recommendations.

. Material and methods

.1. Participants and eligibility

The study was performed over a period of seven months (from
eptember 2017 to the end of June 2018) on the premises of former
arracks in Heidelberg-Kirchheim, Germany, named ‘Patrick Henry
illage’ (PHV). All asylum seekers who consulted the psychosocial
utpatient clinic of the Heidelberg Center for Psychosocial Medicine

28,29] located in the state-registration and reception center that

et  the inclusion criteria were invited to participate in the current
tudy. All participants had applied for asylum in Germany before
isiting the outpatient clinic. Inclusion criteria for our study were:
cy 123 (2019) 864–872 865

consultation of the walk-in clinic, fluency in one of 16 most fre-
quently spoken languages in the PHV (please see below), and age 18
years or older. Exclusion criteria were: disabilities affecting cogni-
tive abilities (e.g. mental disability or dissociative stupor), illiteracy,
and an age below 18 years.

2.2. Setting and health regulations for asylum seekers in Germany

Germany is one of the main destination countries for asylum
seekers arriving in Europe. The asylum process involves several
different procedures for newly arrived asylum seekers, such as
registration and medical examination. Hereby, the medical exam-
ination procedure varies considerably within different German
federal states [30]. The overall aim is to detect chronic and infec-
tious diseases and to prevent life-threatening conditions. Beyond
this initial medical examination procedure, registration centers
often provide basic medical services, such as an on-site medical
nurse, sometimes an onsite medical doctor. In the PHV, however,
a medical outpatient clinic was set up in the former dental clinic
[28] and provides care for the asylum seekers in the areas of gen-
eral medicine, pediatrics, gynecology, and psychosocial medicine
[29]. Here, asylum seekers are treated by registered physicians from
Heidelberg and physicians from Heidelberg University Hospital. In
the psychosocial outpatient clinic, medical doctors and psycholo-
gists from the Institute of Medical Psychology, the Department of
Psychiatry, and the Department of General Internal Medicine and
Psychosomatics offer consultations twice a week.

During the asylum seeking process, asylum seekers have limited
access to psychotherapeutic care, as the Asylum Seekers’ Benefits
Act (“Asylbewerberleistungsgesetz”) primarily aims at providing
relief for acute conditions and pain [31]. However, during this
period, asylum seekers are able to apply for psychotherapeutic
treatment, although there are no clear criteria, underlying a respec-
tive decision for cost coverage [31]. After official refugee status
has been awarded, access to psychotherapeutic treatment does
not differ from the German general population with a national
health insurance. However, interpreter services and correspond-
ing costs are not covered which severely restricts treatment.
Accordingly, psychotherapeutic treatment is often covered by non-
governmental organizations [20,32,33].

2.3. Study design

We used a prospective, longitudinal study design to investi-
gate asylum seekers’ access to psychiatric and psychotherapeutic
care after having been transferred from a state registration and
reception center to a municipal shelter in Germany. The following
assessment points were defined:

• Baseline assessment (t1): Sociodemographic characteristics and
symptoms of mental stress were evaluated with psychometric
questionnaires. In particular, we  were interested in symptoms
of posttraumatic stress, depression, or anxiety disorders, quality
of life, and alcohol or drug abuse prior to the individuals’ first
consultation at the psychosocial outpatient clinic. Furthermore,
we recorded the clinical diagnoses and treatment recommen-
dations made by psychotherapists working in the psychosocial
outpatient clinic.

• Follow-up interviews (t2): After a three-month period, we  applied
the same psychometric questionnaires to evaluate a potential
shift in symptoms of posttraumatic stress, depression, anxiety

disorders, or quality of life, and to estimate whether alcohol or
drug use had changed. Furthermore, we investigated psychiatric
and psychotherapeutic treatment during the follow-up period
and at the point of assessment.
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.4. Ethical approval

The study was approved by the ethics committee of the Uni-
ersity of Heidelberg (S-041/2017) and all participants gave their
ritten informed consent in accordance with the Declaration of
elsinki.

.5. Recruitment and data collection

Patients waiting for treatment in the psychosocial outpatient
linic of the Heidelberg Center for Psychosocial Medicine at PHV
28,29] were provided with information about the performed study
nd were invited to participate. Additionally, we asked partici-
ants for their telephone number so that we could contact them
hree months later for the follow-up interview. We  provided all
he written material of the study as well as the questionnaires in 16
anguages (English, German, French, Persian, Arabic, Turkish, Kur-

anji (Northern Kurdish), Urdu, Hausa, Russian, Serbian, Albanian,
acedonian, Georgian, Mandinka, Tigrinya). Patients were explic-

tly informed that participating in the study would not affect their
sylum procedure in any way. Assessment and all interviews were
onducted by two trained research assistants.

.5.1. Baseline assessment (t1)
After having obtained their informed consent, the participants

ere asked for sociodemographic information. Then, they were
nvited to fill in questionnaires to assess traumatic stress (PC-PTSD-
), depression (PHQ-2), general anxiety (GAD-2), panic symptoms
PHQ-PD), social well-being (WHO-5), as well as three screening
uestions to investigate harmful alcohol consumption and drug
buse. We  presented the psychometric questionnaires on a tablet,
sing the QuestionPro ® Survey Software. Diagnosis and treatment
ecommendations of the participants were taken from the dis-
harge letter that the patients received after their consultation at
he psychosocial outpatient clinic.

.5.2. Follow-up interviews (t2)
All follow-up interviews were carried out via phone three

onths after participants’ first consultation in the psychosocial
alk-in clinic. Follow-up interviews consisted of two  parts: the
sychometric questionnaires to assess symptom severity and a
emi-structured interview focusing on the participants’ access to
sychiatric and psychotherapeutic care after having been trans-
erred to municipal housing. The time period to which the questions
n health service use referred within the interviews was the time
eriod after the asylum seekers were transferred from the PHV till
ollow-up interview. Each participant who was not available the
rst time was contacted up to ten times over six weeks before they
ere excluded from the follow-up. Non-English-speaking partici-
ants were interviewed by a telephone interpreter.

.6. Measures – baseline assessment (t1)

.6.1. Cultural sensitive translation of applied questionnaires
Whenever available, we administered validated versions of the

uestionnaires in the different languages. This was the case for
nglish (all questionnaires available), French (GAD-7, PHQ-9, WHO-
, PHQ-PD), Albanian (WHO-5), Arabic (GAD-7, PHQ-9, WHO-5),
arsi (PHQ-9, WHO-5), Russian (GAD-7, PHQ-9, WHO-5), Serbian
PHQ-9), Turkish (PHQ-9, WHO-5, GAD-7) and Urdu (WHO-5). In
bsence of a validated version in a specific language, we  trans-

ated the respective questionnaire by means of expert discussion:
ecent studies have shown that expert discussions help to ensure
he apt translation of content and cross-cultural adaption of ques-
ionnaires allowing for their comparison across languages [34].
cy 123 (2019) 864–872

We  asked two different translation agencies to translate the ques-
tionnaires into each of the 16 languages. In a following step,
another professional translator created one single version out of
the two  different translations. This version was discussed in a mul-
tidisciplinary expert committee consisting of a medical doctor, a
psychologist, an anthropologist, and the translator. The final result
was a consensus approved version of the respective questionnaires.

2.6.2. Sociodemographic and diagnostic data of the sample
Prior to administration of the psychometric questionnaires, the

participating asylum seekers completed questionnaires assessing
sociodemographic information (sex, age, origin, religion / atheism,
number of children) and the individual reasons for flight.

2.6.3. PC-PTSD (Primary care PTSD screening)
In order to assess posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symp-

toms, we  used the PC-PTSD-5 [35]. Derived from DSM-5 criteria,
the questionnaire begins with a list of trauma events which we
adapted to include the traumata most frequently experienced by
asylum seekers [21]. Items are assessed by a dichotomous (yes/no)
response format. Individuals without previous exposure to trauma
did not have to answer the subsequent questions on PTSD symp-
toms. If participants confirmed at least one trauma event, they were
asked five binary questions to assess their perception of these expe-
riences [35]. The overall score of the PC-PTSD-5 lies between 0 and
5, the cut-off score is set at 3. It shows good sensitivity (.93) and
acceptable specificity (.85) and was  well tolerated by patients [36].
The average Kuder-Richardson formula 20 reliability coefficient
was 0.52.

2.6.4. PHQ-2 (patient health questionnaire for depressive
disorders)

In the PHQ-2 [37], participants are asked two questions about
anhedonia and depressed mood. The possible answers are set on a
scale between 0 (not at all) and 3 (nearly every day). The overall
score of the PHQ-2 ranges between 0 and 6 and has a good con-
struct validity (r from .67 to .87) and a good internal consistency
[� = .83; 38]. The cut-off score set at ≥ 3 shows a sensitivity of .61
to .87 and a specificity of .86 to .92 for major depression in primary
care and medical outpatients [37–39], and a sensitivity of .79 and
a specificity of .86 for any other depressive disorder [38].

2.6.5. GAD-2(General anxiety disorder questionnaire)
The GAD-2 [40] is recommended by the National Institute for

Health and Care Excellence Guidelines [41] for the detection of anx-
iety disorders. It consists of two items with response possibilities
from 0 (not at all) to 3 (nearly every day). The overall score ranges
between 0 and 6. With the cut-of score set at ≥ 3, the GAD-2 shows
a sensitivity of .89 for generalized anxiety disorder and a specificity
of .83 for generalized anxiety disorder [40,42]. Internal consistency
reliability is acceptable [� = .83; 43].

2.6.6. PHQ-PD (Patient health questionnaire for panic disorder)
The panic module of the PHQ is a psychometric test to assess a

possible panic disorder [44]. In the current study, we used a short
version of the panic module. In five questions, the most impor-
tant diagnostic criteria of a panic disorder according to DSM-4
are assessed and the questionnaire also fits the diagnostic criteria
according to DSM-5. In the case that all five items are answered with
‘yes’ the result is rated as positive, meaning that a panic disorder
is likely. The sensitivity of the panic module is 0.75, the specificity

is 0.96 [45]. Information on the internal consistency of the panic
module is not useful [46], due to the purely categorical evaluation
and internal jump rules (if question one is answered in the negative,
the remaining questions are skipped).
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.6.7. WHO-5 (WHO-Five: Well-Being Index)
In order to assess the participants’ well-being, we  used the

HO-5 well-being index (WHO-5) of the World Health Organi-
ation [47] as a self-evaluation method. The WHO-5 refers to the
ell-being of the last two weeks. The questionnaire consists of
ve items with six possible answers (0 = ‘at no time’ to 5 = ‘all
he time’); higher values reflect higher well-being. The WHO-5
hows a high internal consistency (Cronbachs � = .92), high stabil-
ty (rtt = .66–.80), and satisfactory validity as well as high specificity
82.5%) and sensitivity (57.1%) [48–50].

.6.8. Alcohol and drug addiction
To assess harmful alcohol consumption and drug abuse, three

uestions were used: 1) ‘Do you regularly have five or more drinks
beer, wine, or liquor) on one occasion?’, 2) ‘Do you use street drugs
t the moment?’ and 3) ‘Are you currently addicted to a prescribed
edicine or take a lot more of it than you were supposed to?’ These

uestions were derived from the Screening questions from the SCID
Structured Clinical Interview [51]). They were modified to guaran-
ee sensitivity to changes in a person’s behavior of alcohol or drug
se.

.6.9. Assessment of clinical diagnosis and treatment
ecommendations

After the asylum seekers had a consultation in the outpatient
linic, the study investigators assessed the number and kind of
sychiatric diagnoses they were given as well as the treatment
ecommendations as recorded in the individual discharge letter.

.7. Measures – follow-up interviews (t2)

.7.1. Follow-up symptom severity measure of mental distress
During the follow-up interviews, we used the same psychome-

ric questionnaires as we had used for the baseline measurement.
ur aim was to assess potential changes in mental health symp-

oms. We  used the PC-PTSD-5 to investigate traumatic stress, the
HQ-2 for symptoms of depression, the GAD-2 for symptoms of
n anxiety disorder, the PHQ-PD for panic symptoms, the WHO-5
o assess psychosocial well-being, and three questions to ascertain
hether a patient had changed his or her alcohol and drug use.

.7.2. Follow-up interviews regarding utilization of mental health
are

In order to assess the participants access to psychiatric-
sychotherapeutic care, participants were asked whether and how
any times they had visited a psychiatrist or psychologist, whether

hey had been to a psychiatric or psychosomatic clinic or had vis-
ted a general practitioner, whether they had been to a support
roup or an information/counselling center, and whether they had
tarted with psychotherapy. Furthermore, we inquired if they were
sing any kind of drugs at the point of the follow-up interview or
hree months before. The key questions of these interviews were
esigned as a semi-structured interview.

.8. Data analysis

All statistical analyses were carried out by using the Statisti-
al Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) program version 24 [52].
emographic variables and baseline characteristics were analyzed
sing descriptive statistics (frequencies, means, and standard devi-
tions). Because the data distributions tended to be skewed, we

sed Wilcoxon signed-rank tests. The baseline scores for PTSD,
epression, anxiety disorders, panic symptoms, and general well-
eing (T1) were compared to the scores at three months follow-up
easurement. (T2).
cy 123 (2019) 864–872 867

3. Results

3.1. Sample

During the study period, 355 patients consulted the psychoso-
cial walk-in clinic. 313 patients met  the inclusion criteria. Eight
persons were excluded because of illiteracy. A further 32 persons
were excluded as they did not speak any of the most commonly
spoken languages in the camp. One person was excluded because
of mental disability; another was  referred to hospital treatment
due to a suspected severe dissociative disorder. 263 asylum seek-
ers were willing to take part in the study and gave their written
informed consent. Hence, at baseline measurement (t1), the par-
ticipant group consisted of 263 asylum seekers correspondent to a
participation rate of 84%. 23 persons withdrew their consent before
completing the questionnaires. Eight of these participants thought
the questionnaires were emotionally too challenging, the other 15
participants stopped filling in the questionnaires due to difficulties
concentrating or headaches. Data of twelve asylum seekers could
not be used because of incompleteness or as collected data was not
compatible with the documented informed consent. Of the remain-
ing 228 participants, 88 participants (38.6%) could be reached via
phone for follow-up interviews, consisting of part one: the psy-
chometric questionnaires and part two: the questions about the
participants’ access to psychiatric and psychotherapeutic care. As
the interview was quite long, some participants only completed one
part and not in the whole interview. Three participants answered
the questions about their access to psychiatric and psychothera-
peutic care, but did not complete the psychometric questionnaires.
Ten participants completed the psychometric questionnaires, but
did not answer the questions about their access to psychiatric and
psychotherapeutic care. Furthermore, 12 participants who were
still located in the state registration and reception center in Hei-
delberg at the time of follow-up, were also asked to fill in the
psychometric questionnaires at follow-up, but did not answered
the questions about their access to psychiatric and psychothera-
peutic care. Accordingly, qualitative data on asylum seekers’ access
to psychiatric and psychotherapeutic care were available from 66
participants in total, while quantitative data from the follow-up
questionnaires was  collected from 85 participants in total.

3.2. Sociodemographic characteristics of the participants

Table 1 depicts sociodemographic characteristics of (A) the asy-
lum seekers that consulted the psychosocial outpatient clinic at t1
(n = 228) and were subsequently recruited for the study as well as
(B) sociodemographic characteristics of the asylum seekers who
participated in the follow-up interviews at t2 (n = 88). Most fre-
quent regions of origin were Asia (including Turkey; 52.3%), Africa
(30.7%) and Eastern Europe (including Russia) (15.9%) for partici-
pants at t2. Online appendix 1 presents the most common reasons
why participants left their home countries, as assessed at baseline
(t1).

3.3. Clinical diagnoses and psychometric characteristics of the
participants and treatment recommendations

The baseline clinical assessment showed that the majority of
the n = 228 participants suffered from PTSD (41.2%) and depres-
sive disorders (25.0%), followed by adjustment disorders (22.4%;
see Table 2). At follow-up the mean time the patients had been out
of the PHV was  nine weeks (SD 3 weeks). In the follow-up exami-

nation the observed order of most common psychiatric diagnoses
was replicated with slightly different proportions (PTSD: 45.5%,
depressive disorders: 28.4%, and adjustment disorder: 22.7%; see
also Table 2). Table 3 displays statistically significant changes in the
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Table 1
Patient characteristics at first contact (n = 228) and follow-up (n = 88).

Characteristics First contact Follow-up

n percent [%] n percent [%]

Sex
Male 133 58.3 54 61.4
Female 95 41.7 34 38.6

Age
18-24  years 61 26.8 20 22.7
25-34  years 82 36.0 34 38.6
35-44  years 57 25.0 23 26.1
≥45  years 28 12.3 11 12.5

Origin
Eastern Europe (including Caucasus & Russia) 40 17.5 14 15.9
Asia  (including Turkey) 113 49.6 46 52.3
Africa 74 32.5 27 30.7
Others 1 0.4 1 1.1

Religion / atheism
Christianity 85 37.5 42 47.7
Islam  108 47.4 37 42.0
Hinduism 1 0.4 0 0
Buddhism 2 0.9 0 0
Judaism 3 1.3 1 1.1
Atheism 10 4.4 4 4.5
Others 19 8.3 4 4.5

Number of children
Zero 133 58.3 50 56.8
One  29 12.7 11 12.5
Two  31 13.6 17 19.3
≥Three 35 15.4 10 11.4

Table 2
Clinical diagnoses at first contact (n = 228) and follow-up (n = 88).

Clinical diagnoses First contact Follow-up

n % n %

PTSD (ICD-10 F43.1) 94 41.2 40 45.5
Adjustment disorders (ICD-10 F43.2x) 51 22.4 20 22.7
Acute  stress reaction (ICD-10 F43.0) 2 0.9 N/A N/A
Depression 57 25.0 25 28.4

Depressive episode 40 17.5 15 17.0
Mild  depressive episode (ICD-10 F32.0)) 2 0.9 0 0
Moderate depressive episode (ICD-10 F32.1) 30 13.2 11 12.5
Severe depressive episode (ICD-10 F32.2) 8 3.5 4 4.5

Recurrent depressive disorder (ICD-10 F33.x) 14 6.1 8 9.1
Unspecified mood disorder (ICD-10 F39.x) 3 1.3 2 2.3

Anxiety disorders 14 6.1 8 9.1
Generalized anxiety disorder (ICD-10 F41.1) 1 0.4 1 1.1
Panic  disorder (ICD-10 F41.0) 10 4.4 5 5.7
Phobic  anxiety disorders (ICD-10 F40.x) 3 1.3 2 2.3

Mixed  anxiety and depressive disorder (ICD-10 F41.2) 15 6.6 7 8.0
Mental  and behavioral disorders due to psychoactive substance use 24 10.5 6 6.8

Sedatives or hypnotics: dependence syndrome (ICD-10 F13.2) 17 7.5 4 4.5
Cannabinoids: dependence syndrome (ICD-10 F12.2) 2 0.9 1 1.1
Alcohol: dependence syndrome (ICD-10 F10.2) 1 0.4 N/A N/A
Opioids: dependence syndrome (ICD-10 F11.2) 4 1.8 N/A N/A
Multiple drug use: dependence syndrome (ICD-10 F19.2) 2 0.9 2 2.3
Analgesics: abuse (ICD-10 F55.2) 1 0.4 N/A N/A

Somatoform disorders (ICD-10 F45.x) 12 5.3 7 8.0
Disorders of adult personality and behavior (ICD-10 F6) 6 2.6 1 1.1
Schizophrenia (ICD-10 F20.x) 9 3.9 4 4.5
Delusional disorder (ICD-10 F22.0) 1 0.4 N/A N/A
Dissociative disorders (ICD-10 F44.x) 3 1.3 1 1.1

m
p
o
t
(
s
s

Cyclothymia (ICD-10 F34.0) 

Schizoaffective disorder, mixed type (ICD-10 F25.2) 

Other  single mood disorders (ICD-10 F38.0) 

ean sum scores of PHQ-2, PHQ-PD and WHO-5, when comparing
sychometric measures at t1 and t2 (see Table 3). At follow-up 58
f the 85 (68.2%) patients who completed the psychometric ques-

ionnaires still scored above the PHQ-2 cut-off value; 33 patients
38.8%) met  the cut-off value in PHQ-PD; 64 patients (75.3%) still
cored above the cut-off value in PC-PTSD-5 and 56 patients (65.9%)
cored about the cut-off value in GAD-2. For WHO-5, 63 participants
1 0.4 1 1.1
1 0.4 1 1.1
1 0.4 N/A N/A

(74.1%) still scored below the cut-off value at follow-up, indicating
a low mental wellbeing.

The most common therapeutic recommendations were psy-

chopharmacological medication (74.6%), mainly by sleep-inducing,
sedative drugs (53.9%), and psychotherapy (56.1%), mainly in
terms of a trauma-adapted psychotherapy (39.0%). Further rec-
ommendations concerned psychosocial offers (26.3%), like the
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Table  3
Results of psychometric measures at baseline (t1; n = 228) and changes of symptom severity from baseline (t1) to follow-up (t2; n = 85)a.

Screening instrument M SD Asylum seekers with presumed mental illness based on screening scores (%)

(measured symptoms in brackets)
PC-PTSD-5b (posttraumatic stress symptoms) 2.50 1.83 121 (53.1)
PHQ-2c (depressive symptoms) 4.10 1.96 174 (76.3)
GAD-2d (anxiety symptoms) 4.19 1.91 169 (74.1)
PHQ-PDe (panic symptoms) 3.24 2.08 106 (46.5)
WHO-5f (qualitiy of life) 5.95 5.89 192 (84.2)
Question concerning alcohol consumptiong – – 17 (7.5)
Question concerning drug useg – – 15 (6.6)
Question concerning medication addictiong – – 52 (22.8)

Screening instrument T1 M (SD) T2 M (SD) Change from T1 to T2 M (SD) Wilcoxon-Test

PC-PTSD-5b 3.13 (1.79) 3.42 (1.61) 0.29 (2.13) z=−1.219; p = 0.223
PHQ-2c 4.31(1.78) 3.71 (2.01) −0.60 (2.42) z=−2.079; p = 0.038
GAD-2d 4.22 (1.95) 3.84 (1.95) −0.39 (2.61) z=−1.259; p = 0.208
PHQ-PDe 3.31 (2.07) 2.56 (2.33) −0.74 (2.88) z=−2.243; p = 0.025
WHO-5f 4.92 (5.23) 8.21 (7.27) 3.29 (7.64) z=−3.643; p = 0.000

a 85 out of the 88 participants who  could be reached via phone answered the psychometric questionnaires at follow-up.
b Indication of the presence of a PTSD with a cumulative value ≥ 3.
c Indication of the presence of a depression with a cumulative value ≥ 3.
d Indication of the presence of a generalized anxiety disorder with a cumulative value ≥ 3.
e Indication of the presence of a panic disorder with a cumulative value = 5.
f Indication of the presence of a low quality of life and possible depression with a cumulative value < 13.
g Medication addiction, alcohol and drug use are regarded conspicuous when question concerning regular consumption was answered positively.

Table 4
Therapy uptake with regard to therapy recommendations at three-month follow-up (n = 66)a.

Recommendation (n) Therapy uptake (n) Percent [%]

[]Psychotherapy 44 0 0.0
Psychotherapy 11 0 0.0
Trauma-adapted psychotherapy 33 0 0.0

Medication 54 28 51.9
Antidepressants 11 6 54.5
Antipsychotics 7 6 85.7
Sleeping pills 47 23 48.9
Anticholinergic 1 1 100.0

Addiction therapy 4 1 25.0
Detoxification

Benzodiazepines 3 1 33.3
Addiction treatment 2 0 0.0

Use  of further psychosocial offers in the ’preliminary reception centers’ 21 10 47.6
Stabilization group for traumatized asylum seekers 12 4 33.3
Family consultation-hour 5 2 40.0
Information centers 7 3 42.9

Caritas/Counselling Center 6 3 50.0
International Womenś Center 1 0 0.0

d at th
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a 12 out of the 88 participants who could be reached by phone were still locate
articipants answered the questions about access to psychiatric and psychotherape

articipation in a stabilization group (13.2%; see online appendix
).

.4. Therapeutic treatment interventions according to the
herapists’ recommendations

At follow-up, 51.9% of the participants continued to take the
rescribed medication. While 60.6% of all men  who were pre-
cribed psychopharmacological treatment at the PHV still took
heir medication at follow-up, only 30.1% of all women with a rec-
mmendation for psychopharmacological treatment still received
edication at follow-up. Furthermore, none of the 44 patients rec-

mmended for psychotherapy in t1 had started outpatient therapy
t t2. 47.6% of the participants with prior recommendation for
urther psychosocial offers made use of these at follow-up (see
able 4).
In addition to the recommended treatment, 22 participants
33.3%) had an appointment with a registered psychiatrist. 33 par-
icipants (50%) consulted a general medical practitioner, two thirds
f whom went there on account of their mental health prob-
e PHV at follow-up. Out of the 76 who were already transferred at follow-up, 66
are.

lems. After having left the state registration and reception center,
35 asylum seekers (53.0%) visited an aid organization to receive
psychosocial support or psychosocial counseling. Five individuals
(7.6%) were treated in hospital, one of them took part in a group
psychotherapy (1,5%). One asylum seeker visited a self-help group
(1.5%), and another one took part in a therapeutic painting group
(1.5%).

4. Discussion

This study assessed asylum seekers’ access to psychiatric and
psychotherapeutic treatment during the transition from a state-
registration and reception center to municipal housing, taking into
account the clinical evaluation and treatment recommendations of
experienced therapists at baseline. Most importantly, data shows,
that none of the asylum seekers that received a psychotherapeu-

tic treatment recommendation received such treatment within the
three months follow-up period. Only 50% of asylum seekers that
were prescribed psychopharmacological treatment while sheltered
in the state-registration and reception center, still took their medi-
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ation at the time of follow-up. Half of the participants consulted a
eneral medical practitioner; two thirds of which sought consulta-
ion because of psychological complaints; more than half received
sychosocial care and psychosocial counselling provided by help
rganizations after relocation.

In our study, the clinical assessment of asylum seekers during
heir consultation in the psychosocial outpatient clinic revealed
hat this group is highly burdened by mental health problems:
1% suffer from a posttraumatic stress disorder (prevalence in
opulation-based studies: 1.1–2.9% [53]), 25% from a depressive
isorder (population based: 6.9% [53]) 6% from anxiety disorders
population based: 14% [53]) and over 10% from addictive disor-
ers (population based: above 4% [53]). The high prevalence of
ental disorders detected in our study group is also reflected in

he psychometric measures’ results. This is in line with the find-
ngs of a systematic review on mental conditions among asylum
eekers and refugees in Germany [7]. Although authors detected

 large heterogeneity of PTSD prevalence in the evaluated studies,
TSD prevalence was found to be above 22% in a non-population
ased study which assessed participants in institutional settings.
ence, our finding of 41% of asylum seekers suffering from a PTSD
ight be explained by the clinical setting in which we recruited

ur sample in. In line with the high prevalence of mental disorders
n our study group of asylum seekers, more than 56% had been rec-
mmended to undergo psychotherapy, while nearly three quarters
f participants had been prescribed psychopharmacological treat-
ent at the outpatient clinic. Despite our finding of statistically

ignificant changes in symptomatology of depression and panic as
ell as quality of life at follow-up, a high proportion of the exam-

ned asylum seekers still showed psychometric scores above the
ecommended cut-off values after 3 months.

Previous studies have found varying results regarding the eval-
ation of forced migrants’ symptom severity via psychometric
easures over time. While Niklewski et al. found a significant

eduction of depressive symptoms and an improvement in forced
igrants’ quality of life after seven months of living in Germany

14], most studies could not show any significant change of psy-
hological symptom severity over time [11,12,15,17,18]. In contrast
o investigations of Lie and Kivling-Bodén our study examined the
ymptom severity over time for a more heterogeneous and natu-
alistic group of asylum seekers [12,18]. Different to former studies
17,18] our study investigated the symptom severity over time in

 time period directly after asylum seekers’ arrival in Germany.
ymptom severity in this period is of particular interest as asylum
eekers are affected by a definite loss of social roles, uncertainty
egarding the asylum seeking process and an un-familiar surround-
ng with cultural and language barriers.

The performed 3-months follow-up revealed no significant
hanges in posttraumatic stress and general anxiety question-
aire scores in pre-post psychometric assessment. In contrast,
ssessed participants improved significantly with regard to panic
ymptoms, depression, and quality of life scores. However, despite
mprovement, assessed depression scores were still in a clinical rel-
vant range. Furthermore, psychosocial well-being scores at three
onths follow-up still suggested a low quality of life, while panic

ymptoms had already been subclinical at baseline assessment.
he decline of panic symptoms and depression scores as well as
he improvement in quality of life might result from a temporary
eduction in the asylum seekers’ feeling of persecution and loss of
ontrol and an improvement in their environmental conditions due
o their (temporary) stay in Germany. Accordingly, our study results
nderline previous study outcomes and reveal that even after three

onths the asylum seekers group still suffers from relevant post-

raumatic stress, depression, and anxiety which is not sufficiently
ddressed by guideline-based and disorder-focused psychothera-
eutic and psychopharmacological treatment [16,19].
cy 123 (2019) 864–872

As far as can be ascertained, this is the first study to have
followed-up a fairly sizable group of asylum seekers’ access to psy-
chiatric as well as psychotherapeutic care three months after their
arrival in Germany and comparing results to initial expert treat-
ment recommendations [29]. A systematic review of studies on
access to mental health care among refugees in Europe identified
27 studies in total, of which only three were longitudinal [54]. As all
participants were individually assessed and diagnosed by experi-
enced psychotherapists upon seeking care in the outpatient clinic,
treatment recommendations made and treatments status at three
month follow up could be compared at individual level. This adds a
valuable perspective to the existing body of literature, as care in the
course of the asylum process could be compared to baseline needs
in order to evaluate access to appropriate care.

Alarmingly, none of the patients that initially had been referred
to psychotherapeutic treatment had successfully started outpa-
tient psychotherapeutic treatment after 3 months. Only half of
the patients with an initial prescription of psychopharmacological
medication to, had continued taking these at 3-month follow-up.
It is unclear whether asylum seekers have impeded access to men-
tal health care due to language and cost barriers or because of
reduced adherence to treatment recommendations. Most likely,
the answer lies in the interplay: for example, all participants
(except one who  was treated in a psychiatric clinic for more than
two months; N = 65) were asked whether they had contacted a
registered mental health professional (a psychiatrist or a psy-
chotherapist) at follow-up. While 39 asylum seekers (60.0%; N = 65)
had actively tried to get in touch with a registered mental health
care professional, only 22 of them (33.8%; N = 65) had been able
to see a mental health professional at least once. The other 17
asylum seekers (26.2%; N = 65) mentioned language barriers, long
waiting times as well as frequent transfers as the most com-
mon  reasons why they had not been successful in establishing
contact. In Germany the average waiting time for the first appoint-
ment with a psychotherapist was 5.7 weeks and 19.9 weeks to
start of psychotherapy in 2018 [55]. Furthermore, within the first
months after their arrival in Germany asylum seekers often get
transferred from one location to another several times. This com-
plicates contacting mental health professionals and may, at least
in parts, explain why none of the 44 patients recommended for
psychotherapy had started a therapy at 3-month-follow-up. 26
asylum seekers (40.0%; N = 65) did not try to get in touch with a
mental health professional. 14 (21.5%; N = 65) of them reported
that they did not want any contact because they felt better, did
not want to ask for external help, or felt adequately cared for
by their general practitioner. The other twelve asylum seekers
(18.5%; N = 65) would have liked to have seen a mental health
professional but generally stated they did not know whom to con-
tact.

From a health care policy and organization of care perspective,
the results of our study call for an increased collaboration between
authorities and care providers at different stages of the asylum
process to reduce discontinuity of care during the transition from
reception centers to municipal levels. Failure to improve continuity
and poor linkage to care of patients, identified as being in high need
for specialist mental health care, means that financial and human
resources invested in reception centers are blatantly wasted. As
such, diagnostics and recommendations do not translate into health
gains, leading to an inefficient response of the regional health care
system. In the future, studies with longer follow-up periods are
needed to shed light on the development of asylum seekers’ access
to psychiatric and psychotherapeutic treatment over time. In line

with other studies, our study data suggests that the mental health
care that is provided to asylum seekers after their arrival in the
host country is not adequate in relation to their high level of mental
health problems [23,25].
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.1. Limitations

Several limitations of the presented investigation should be
ddressed: First, our study is limited by the relatively small number
f participants and a short follow-up period. Second, previous med-
cal history could not be collected consistently, including protective
actors like accompanying family members. However, compared
o the existing literature to date, this investigation constitutes the
argest study to examine the longitudinal course of mental health
are provision of asylum seekers in a symptom-, diagnosis, and
ecommendation-specific manner in Germany. Furthermore, the
HV has a professional medical devision within the PHV, which is
ot typical for most other state registration and reception centers,
eneralizability may  be also limited. At the same time a consider-
ble loss-to-follow-up rate can be ascertained, which is probably due
o the most uncertain and unstable living conditions during asylum
rocess, the transition from state-registration and reception cen-
er to municipal housing. Additionally, under such circumstances
elephone availability can naturally be restricted. The uncertain liv-
ng conditions are also reflected by the fact, that by the time of
-month-follow-up, a proportion of participants were still accom-
odated in the same registration- and reception center, waiting

or further transfer. Due to the resulting high loss-to-follow-up rate,
ur estimates for access to mental health care may  be influenced
y attrition bias (e.g. selection, differences in post assessment due
o different decisions regarding asylum procedure, etc.). More-
ver, carry-over effects cannot be ruled out as pre-post assessment
as conducted by the same research assistants. Another important

estriction is the timing of the follow-up assessment after only 3
onths, probably being a considerable reason for our finding, that

one of the asylum seekers had been able to start psychotherapy
ntil then. However, it can be assumed that after a longer period
f time before follow-up even fewer asylum seekers would have
een reachable, resulting in a higher loss-to-follow-up rate. Fur-
hermore, clinically speaking a 3 month should be considered as an
lready too long period of time of waiting to receive psychosocial
elp in this range of critical symptom scores. Furthermore, gender-
pecific barriers were not examined which may  have impeded
ccess to proper psychotherapeutic or psychiatric care. Finally, the
eterogeneity of the participating asylum seekers may  be another
otable limitation but also a strength of the study. At follow-up,

ndividuals had already lived in municipal shelters for different
engths of time. The time span of living in more stable living con-
itions in a municipal shelter can be assumed to be a relevant
omentum in current stress load of the asylum seekers, which

herefore has to be taken into account, when assessing psycholog-
cal impairment in follow-up examination.

.2. Conclusion

This study simultaneously investigated psychometric mea-
ures and access to psychiatric and psychotherapeutic treatment
ssessed in correspondence with treatment indications and recom-
endations established by psychological experts. None of asylum

eekers received psychotherapeutic treatment during their tran-
ition from state-registration and reception-center to municipal
ousing within a period of time that, from a clinical perspective,
an be considered as unacceptably long in light of the severity of
ssessed symptom scores. Furthermore, only half of recommended
sychopharmacological treatment was pursued, while psychomet-
ic measures for posttraumatic stress, depression and anxiety were

n a high level and quality of life – although improved – was still
mpeded. Findings underpin the urgent need for low-threshold,
ultural as well as trauma adapted treatment including increased
ooperation between authorities and care providers across the asy-

[

[
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lum continuum to improve linkage to needed care, and reduce
inefficiency in the system.
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