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Abstract 

Background: 

Australia is known as a world leader for resettlement of asylum seekers and 

refugees; however, the country has recently introduced a number of legislative 

initiatives to deter illegal immigration, such as mandatory detention and temporary 

protection visas. Those who are released into the community remain in an insecure 

residency status for an undetermined period, often without permission to study and 

work. These legislations have affected Iranian asylum seekers who have entered 

Australia by boat since 13 August 2012, of which about half are women. Despite 

dramatic increase in the number of female asylum seekers in the recent years, they 

have remained understudied in health research.  

Aim and objectives: 

This study aimed to explore health and socio-cultural needs of Iranian asylum 

seeker women living in Sydney, Australia and strategies that they develop to build 

resilience in the face of migration-related circumstances/stressors.  

Methods: 

A narrative methodology was undertaken to explore experiences of 17 Iranian 

asylum seeker women who arrived in Australia by boat and were living in the 

community for two to three years awaiting a decision upon their refugee 

applications. The research methodology was informed by epistemology of 

constructivism and interpretivism. The resource-based model was used as the 

framework for designing the research including developing interview questions, 

data analysis, and discussion of the findings. The model provides an insight into 

the experiences of loss/gain of resources over forced migration and the impact of 
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these losses/gains on the adaptation and wellbeing of refugees during pre-

migration, transit, and post-migration phases. The participants shared their 

experiences of migration via in-depth semi-structured individual interviews. A 

thematic analysis was undertaken to construct meanings and knowledge out of the 

narratives.  

Findings: 

Three main themes emerged from the experiences of the participants. These themes 

included: 1) embarking on the perilous journey, 2) arrived, yet living in-between, 

and 3) building resilience. Embarking on the perilous journey described 

experiences of the participants prior to migration and in transit, which included 

their reasons for leaving home and losses incurred during transit. From these 

experiences the following subthemes emerged: disempowerment of women, 

sacrifice for family, loss of safety/security, and loss of control over circumstances. 

Arrived, yet living in-between described their post-migration experiences, 

including time in detention and living in the community. Participants shared their 

mixed feelings of living in a prison; yet, a safe place during detention. Their 

experiences of living in the community included insecure residency, cultural 

incongruity, and utilising healthcare services. Participants developed a number of 

coping strategies to help them build resilience towards the migration difficulties.  

Conclusion:  

Asylum seeker women are more likely to experience traumatic experiences pre-

migration and during transit. Their post-migration experiences are impacted by 

resources they have lost pre-migration and during transit as well as adverse 

immigration policies, in particular insecure residency and unemployment, limiting 

asylum seekers’ capacity to invest on resources to prevent further loss, recover 
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from lost resources and gain new resources. These traumatic experiences increase 

the risk of health issues, in particular mental health problems amongst this 

population, and their need for appropriate healthcare and supportive social 

services. Although these findings reflect the experiences of Iranian asylum seeker 

women, the results can be useful for similar populations. The women strived to 

build resilience and gain the control of their lives through adoption of emotion 

focused and problem solving coping strategies.     
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Glossary of terms 

Acculturation: A dynamic process through which a person adjusts to a different culture 

during resettlement in a new environment. 1 

Adaptation: A process by which new immigrants adjust and integrate socially, 

politically, and economically within a new environment and the host society. 2 

Assimilation: Immigrants reject their own culture and become involved in the new 

culture. In brief, assimilation allows for attachment to the host culture including language, 

values, traditions, behaviours, and interests while refusing one’s own culture. 3,4 

Asylum seeker: An individual whose international protection claim for refugee status 

has not yet been determined. As part of the obligation to protect refugees, the country of 

asylum is normally responsible for determining whether an asylum seeker is a refugee or 

not. 5,6 

Brain drain: Migration of talented, skilled, and trained individuals that results in a 

reduction of skill resources of the origin country. 4 

Country of origin: Also source country, sending country, or home country – refers to the 

country that migrants come from. 7  

Culture: The symbolic organisation that a social group chooses or values. A combination 

of language, customs, ideas, beliefs, aesthetic technical knowledge, tastes, values, and 

lifestyles may also represent a culture. 8 
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Deportation: The act of removing a non-national person from a state or country to their 

country of origin after refusal of their residency application or termination of permission 

to stay. 9 

Detention: In the migration context, detention refers to confinement of irregular migrants 

(who enter a country with no valid visa/ or overstay after termination of their visa) in 

oreder to restrict their movement. Irregular migrants are often subject to detention because 

their action violated immigration laws. 10  

Emigrant: (Also migrant) refers to persons who left their usual place of residence to 

settle elsewhere. Emigrant describes the move relative to the point of departure. 7 

Forced migration: A migratory movement when something threatens people’s life and 

livelihood, whether arising from man-made or natural causes (e.g. movements of 

internally displaced persons, refugees, and people displaced by environmental, natural, 

chemical, nuclear disasters, famine, or development projects). 4  

Immigrant: A person who is displaced internally or internationally to settle in a country 

other than their country of origin. 7 

Immigration: A process of international movement by which a non-national person 

moves into a country for the purpose of settlement. 4 

Integration: Occurs when immigrants are engaged with the dominant culture of the new 

environment while keeping their own culture. 11 

Internally displaced person: Someone who has been forced to leave their place of 

habitual residence to avoid the effects of violation of human rights, armed conflict, 

human-made or natural disasters, but who has not crossed an international border. 4 
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Irregular maritime arrivals: A person who enters Australia by sea without authority 

and became an unlawful non-citizen upon their entry.12 

Irregular migration: Movement of people outside the regulatory norms of the origin, 

transit, and receiving countries. From the perspective of the origin country, it refers to 

when a person crosses an international boundary without fulfilment of the administrative 

requirements for leaving the country, such as obtaining a travel document or a valid 

passport. From the perspective of destination countries, it refers to entry, staying or 

working in a country while violating the country’s immigration regulations. There is also 

a tendency to use the term ‘illegal migration’ in cases of trafficking or smuggling of 

migrants.4 

Migrant: A term that covers a wide range of people who cross borders for a variety of 

reasons to settle in a foreign country, not to be confused with short-term visitors such as 

traders and tourists.13 

Migration: A process by which a person changes their residence by crossing borders of 

a country. The process encompasses departure, transit, living in the destination, and 

return. This movement may result in permanent or temporary residence in a new country.4 

Push-pull factors: Push factors are social, economic, or political factors that drive people 

out of their country of origin. Pull factors include positive aspects of the host country, 

such as job opportunities, safety, and better life and economic opportunities that attract 

people in.4,14 

Receiving country, host country, third country, or country of destination: A country 

that has admitted a certain number of immigrants and refugees on a yearly basis by 
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decision of its leaders including ministers of immigration or parliament. In the case of 

repatriation or return, the country of origin is also called the receiving country.4 

Recipient country: Also country of destination or host country – the country in which 

migrants are located after crossing international borders.7  

Refugee: A person outside the country of their nationality who is unable or unwilling to 

return to the country of origin due to fear of being persecuted for reasons such as religion, 

race, nationality, political opinion, or membership of a particular social group. A refugee 

is a person whose refugee status has been recognised under the 1951 Convention.6,15  

Resettlement: The relocation and integration of a person (internally displaced person, 

refugee, immigrant, etc.) into another geographical environment, usually in a third 

country. Refugees often lodge their refugee application in a transit country, then upon 

their application approval they will be transferred into another country that has agreed to 

admit them, called the third country.4 

Smuggling: An action through which a person who is not a national or a permanent 

resident of a country or state is brought in illegally. Contrary to trafficking, smuggling is 

not usually associated with exploitation, violation, or coercion, but does have direct or 

indirect financial and material benefits for smugglers.4 

Transit country: A country different to the country of origin through which migratory 

flows move. Migrants pass through transit countries (legally or illegally) to enter a host 

country.16  
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