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ABSTRACT


Purpose: This project aims to analyze how Denmark’s declaration of Syria ‘safe’ despite the 
contrasting ongoing reality and the rigid application of the amended Danish Alien’s Act of 
2019 section 7 affect Syrian refugees’ mental health in Denmark.


Methods: The sociological approach to mental health is used throughout the project. The 
focal point is how rigid Danish refugee policies as a part of refugees’ post-migration social 
environment potentially influence their psychological state. Secondary interview data were 
collected from different online sources such as news articles and video documentaries to 
serve as bases for the analysis which followed the thematic approach. The bases for the 
choice of the main themes are the Social Stress Theory and the Social Readjustment Rating 
Scale (SRRS) discussed in the conceptual framework.


Findings: The existing literature suggests a connection between strict refugee policies and 
refugees’ mental health. Moreover, based on the SRRS, the secondary interview data 
gathered show that Syrian refugees in Denmark have been experiencing recurring social 
stressors and chronic strains since the declaration of Syria as ‘safe’ in 2019. These so-called 
stressors impact their psychological health.


Conclusion: Based on the scholarly studies collected in the review of related literature, there 
is a direct relationship between refugees’ mental health and strict refugee policies that are a 
part of refugees’ post-migration social environment. Specifically, the social-environmental 
stresses caused by Denmark’s announcement of Syria ‘safe’ and the rigid application of 
refugee legislations like the Danish Alien’s Act section 7.3 have detrimental effects on Syrian 
refugees’ mental health in Denmark. However, these are just contributing factors to their 
psychological conditions; and that there is no single element, such as a policy, that can 
influence one’s mental state. Additionally, we discovered that these variables trigger the 
Syrian refugees’ previous fears and experienced traumas. This group of individuals fear 
losing their residency in Denmark because they worry about returning to Syria and enduring 
the same traumatic events they have been avoiding. Their will to stay in Denmark is rooted 
in their determination to secure their safety away from their unfortunate past.


Keywords: refugees – asylum seekers – mental health – post-migration stressors – social-
environmental factors – Social Stress Theory – Social Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS)
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INTRODUCTION


A. Problem Area


The refugee crisis has been an international humanitarian concern since 2011 when the 
Syrian war commenced. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(2022), approximately 103 million people worldwide are already forcibly displaced because 
of persecution, conflict, terror, human rights violations, or events seriously disturbing public 
order. Since mid-2022, there have been around 4.9 million asylum seekers and 32.5 million 
refugees globally (UNHCR, 2022). Individuals from the Syrian Arab Republic, comprising 
roughly 6.8 million of the population, are the largest among these groups (UNHCR, 2022). 
These statistics inspired the authors of this research to investigate the Syrian refugee crisis in 
relation to the Danish context.


The problem we aim to explore in this paper is well expressed in the following quote:


“34,000 Syrian refugees have been granted a permit to stay in Denmark since the war in 
Syria broke out in 2011” (Hunter, 2021). By now many are working, studying, mastering the 
Danish language fluently, and feeling strongly attached to Denmark, however, only a few 
hundred have been granted permanent residency so far.” (European Commission, 2022).


Denmark has been giving shelter to asylum seekers and refugees from different countries for 
more than 30 years (Nordics Info, n.d.). In 2021, approximately 20,000 Syrians were residing 
in Denmark - the highest number among all the refugee groups (Statista, 2021). Despite this, 
the truth is that the Syrian refugee population has been decreasing, especially since 2019, 
when Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen announced that the government wants zero 
asylum seekers in Denmark (Bendixen, 2021). Furthermore, in the same year, the authorities 
declared Syria, especially the Damascus area, as 'safe' for refugees to return to despite the 
UN, the EU, and other organizations stating the opposite (The Syria Campaign, n.d.).


As a result, approximately 1,200 Syrian refugees from the Damascus region could no longer 
renew their residence permits in 2019 (Strzyżyńska, 2022). They were compelled to return to 
their home country following the amended clause 7.3 of the Danish Alien’s Consolidation 
Act (general temporary protection status), notwithstanding the reports of sexual violence, 
torture, and imprisonment (Nielsen, 2020). Therefore, different protests and humanitarian 
articles discussing Denmark’s hostile refugee policies and refugee rights have been 
increasing since. In this project, we aim to investigate how these strict Danish refugee 
legislations act as post-migration social-environmental stressors affecting Syrian refugees’ 
mental health in Denmark.


B. Brief Summary Of The Danish Aliens’ Consolidation Act No. 239, Section 7


Denmark is a signatory of the 1951 Geneva Refugee Convention. This meeting with 149 
states aimed to protect refugee rights and secure the legal responsibilities of signatories to 
ensure their safety (UNHCR, n.d.). Nevertheless, these rights and how they are interpreted, 
and applied can fluctuate depending on the state authorities’ perspectives, reflected in the 
non-identical asylum conditions among and within different countries (Hynie, 2018).
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As a signatory, Denmark has been fulfilling the convention’s refugee regulations by 
integrating them into the Danish Aliens’ Consolidation Act No. 239 Section 7. Before 2015, 
there was an opportunity for refugees to stay in the country permanently. However, in 2015, 
the Danish parliament passed a new protection status for article 7.3, mainly targeting Syrian 
refugees. This amendment emphasized that refugees will only be granted temporary 
residence in Denmark. It constitutes weaker protection than article 7.2 as it targets refugees 
who do not have an individual asylum motive but have fled because of the general situation 
in their country of origin. Since the change, around 1/3 of all refugees have been granted 
residency in Denmark under section 7.3 status (Bendixen, 2021). Consequently, the number 
of refugees seeking asylum in Denmark dropped steadily to just over 1,500 applicants in 
2020 from a peak of more than 21,000 in 2015 (Skydsgaard, 2021).


The amendment of clause 7.3 is a part of the series of legislative amendments the Danish 
government has been implementing, leading to Mette Frederiksen’s announcement of 
wanting zero asylum seekers in Denmark in 2019. The latest push towards this ‘zero asylum 
seekers policy’ is the controversial Danish law of establishing asylum centers in a third 
country such as Rwanda (Skydsgaard, 2021). It means that Denmark and Africa are in the 
process of establishing a program that would allow asylum seekers who arrive in Denmark to 
be transferred to Rwanda for the consideration of their asylum applications (EU/Schengen, 
2022). Rasmus Stoklund, the government party’s immigration speaker, stated, "If you apply 
for asylum in Denmark, you know that you will be sent back to a country outside Europe, 
and therefore we hope that people will stop seeking asylum in Denmark” (Adami, 2021).


C. Research Question


To assist us in studying the subject of this project, we have developed the following research 
question:


How do the rigid Danish refugee policies and the declaration of Syria as ‘safe’ act as social-
environmental stressors that affect Syrian refugees’ mental health in Denmark?


PROJECT DESIGN


This section describes how this research study is structured. Firstly, the problem area is 
presented. It focuses on how the strict Danish refugee policies, specifically section 7.3 of the 
Alien’s Consolidation Act, and the government’s declaration of Syria as safe act as additional 
post-migration stressors affecting Syrian refugees’ mental health in Denmark. It is vital to 
note that the emphasis is not on these factors being isolated or the only variables which 
affect the refugees’ mental health. They are rather studied as contributors to the social 
stress that these groups of people experience in Denmark, which may have an impact on 
their psychological well-being.


The methods applied to the project are then presented. Subsequently, 20 pieces of related 
scholarly literature from the years 2019 to 2022 were chosen, gathered, and reviewed to 
have an overview of the existing reality regarding the subject. The review of the related 
literature is done in two parts. The first part focuses on the studies regarding the mental 
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health of refugees, and the second section discusses the effects of Danish refugee policies  
on refugees and asylum seekers in Denmark. These two sections serve as an outline of the 
current perspectives on refugee policies’ impacts on refugee mental health. These findings, 
including a collection of secondary interview data from different online sources, are then 
used as bases for the later parts of the study.


The next chapter presents this project’s theoretical and conceptual framework. Here, it is 
explained that the sociological perspective, specifically the Social Stress Theory, is used in 
understanding and analyzing the possible effects of clause 7.3 of the Alien’s Consolidation 
Act and the authorities’ declaration of Damascus as safe on Syrian refugees’ psychological 
well-being. Furthermore, in the analysis section, inductive and thematic approaches are 
used. 34 interview answers from secondary online sources were gathered, analyzed, and 
categorized under three main themes based on the social stressors listed in the Social 
Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS) of the Social Stress Theory presented in the conceptual 
framework. However, the findings may not represent the Syrian refugee population, 
especially considering that the data collected depended only on the worst cases illustrated 
on social media and television. Finally, the study ends with a conclusion answering the 
research question.





Figure 1. Project Design, Source: Own
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METHODOLOGY


In this chapter, the methods used to approach the project are presented. These techniques 
were chosen as they were deemed suitable for theorizing how the strict Danish refugee 
policies, specifically section 7.3 of the Alien’s Consolidation Act, and the government’s 
declaration of Syria as safe, affect Syrian refugees’ mental health in Denmark.


After finalizing the problem area and formulating the research question, the aim was to 
search for scholarly empirical studies reporting on factors affecting refugees' mental health 
and well-being. Here, a systematic review approach to the literature was chosen. This 
approach was found to be particularly interesting to utilize as it is often seen as an 
accompaniment to evidence-based practices. It aims to abolish possible biases by reviewing 
a large number of materials based on all available evidence in a specific domain (Griffith 
University, 2022).


The search strategy started with brainstorming several sets of terms that are connected to 
the research problem. These terms include refugees, mental health disorders (e.g. PTSD, 
PTSS, anxiety, depression), refugee policy, and social environmental factors (e.g. health and 
safety, education, society, etc.). All these sets were then inserted into a VENN diagram to set 
a visual representation. Here, the focus of interest was directed only on the intersections of 
the sets (refugees + mental health disorders, refugees + refugee policies, refugees + society, 
and so on), which further helped in finding the relevant literature to address the research 
problem. This so-called “bedraggled daisy” approach paved the way to optimized time and 
efficiency when the research was commencing. Specific search terms such as ‘Syrian 
refugees’, ‘mental health’, ‘refugee policy and mental health, ‘Syrian refugees mental health 
Denmark’, and different combinations of these words were applied to find relevant related 
literature in the following electronic databases: Roskilde University’s library, Rex, Google 
Scholar, Det Kongelige Bibliotek (soeg.dk), one.com, and JSTOR, among others. As a part of 
the systematic review, references included in the articles found were also utilized to assist in 
finding more related literature.


To get more insights, it was also decided that the project must review how interest groups 
(NGOs or IGOs) and the Syrian refugee society perceive this regulation. Moreover, the 
sociological concepts and perspectives on mental health, which are explained in the 
conceptual framework and the secondary data gathered for the project, are used in the 
analysis chapter as frameworks to answer the research question. Lastly, the Zotero research 
tool was used to assist in accurately applying citations, references, and bibliography.


REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 


This chapter is an exploration of the existing scholarly studies related to the research 
problem concerning the effects of strict Danish refugee policies on Syrian refugees' mental 
health in Denmark. This collected information will then assist in facilitating the analysis in 
the later part of this paper. The literature review is done in a thematic and chronological 
structure with (1) mental health and (2) refugee policies as the two main themes.
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A. Mental Health and Refugees


The concept of mental health is defined and understood in various ways. Up to now, there is 
no coherent and precise interpretation of what it really means (Scheid, 2009). For instance, 
Isaac Ray (1893), the founder of the American Psychiatric Association, provided a definition 
of the term mental hygiene as "the art of preserving the mind against all incidents and 
influences calculated to deteriorate its qualities, impair its energies, or derange its 
movements” (Wallace, 1995). On the other hand, sociologists believe that mental health is 
associated with an individual’s social life which includes that person’s level of social 
integration, inequality in society, and different valuable collective belief systems (Horwitz, 
2009).


Most of the data gathered here show the prevalence of mental health issues amongst 
refugees with PTSD and depression being the most mentioned and studied (Gleeson et al., 
2020; Hynie, 2018). Data show that refugees have higher mental health issues rates than the 
general population (Aysazci-Cakar et al., 2022). According to the European Journal of 
Psychopathology, the most common pre-migration traumas are war (85%) and exposure to 
potentially life-threatening situations (79%). However, to what extent these life 
circumstances lead to poor mental health problems and to which trauma exposure 
characteristics directly impact PTSD and psychiatric co-morbid severity among Syrian 
refugees, based on the studies, is still unclear (Gleeson et al., 2020).


Nickerson also mentioned that the strong association between PTSD, anxiety and depression 
symptoms was shown by refugees who were exposed to traumas (Aysazci-Cakar et al., 
2022). Lived experiences of trauma are defined in relation to experiences ‘living in a war-
affected area; the experience of the death of someone close; experiencing life-threatening 
accident; experiencing life-threatening accident of a someone close; experiencing someone 
close’s torture; experiencing the abduction or being taken hostage of someone close; 
experiencing torture; and experiencing someone else’s torture, beating or sexual abuse” 
(Aysazci-Cakar et al., 2022). It also became crucial to address these issues to ensure the 
integration of refugees into their new environments. According to the UNHCR, refugees go 
through several stages that can influence future mental problems:


• Pre-migration: direct exposure to armed conflict, violence, poverty or persecution.


• Migration travel: exposure to challenging and life-threatening conditions during their 
migration to the host country.


• Post-migration: barriers to accessing health care and other services to meet their 
basic needs as well as poor living conditions, separation from family members and 
support networks, possible uncertainty regarding immigration status, or in some 
cases immigration detention.


• Integration and settlement: unemployment, language barriers, assimilation 
difficulties, challenges to cultural, religious, and gender identities, changing policies 
in host countries, racism and exclusion, and possible deportation.
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Some scholars have similar points of view regarding the mental health of refugees despite 
their different fields of study. For instance, many scholars argue that the mental health of 
refugees is expressed in symptoms of PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder), resulting from 
the social traumas experienced in their home country. These scholars say that there is a 
strong relationship between the complexity of trauma and psychological disorder: the more 
types of traumas to which participants were exposed, the greater the post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), anxiety, and depression symptoms they exhibited (Nickerson et al., 2015). 
These studies discuss the types and frequency of pre-migration trauma in relation to 
refugees’ post-migration mental health conditions. Among the 20 scholarly studies collected, 
the following are the most mentioned variables that affect refugees’ mental well-being:


I. Employment and Financial Resources


Financial freedom is an important factor that is found to be linked to the mental health of 
refugees and asylum seekers after resettling in their host countries. Refugees, as they left 
their home countries with only survival in mind, may not be able to provide proper 
documentation of their educational attainment or evidence of previous job experiences 
which may be vital in seeking employment. On top of this, they must learn to speak the 
language of their host countries and await to be given the right to work legally. This 
situation, unfortunately, leads to unemployment for a lot of refugees and asylum seekers. 
Research shows that unemployment does not only affect an individual's mental health, but 
also has ‘an impact on one’s status and sense of self-worth.’ (Hynie, 2018). In addition, it also 
adds symptoms of depression (Gleeson et al., 2020).


II. Resettlement


When it comes to resettlement, the topic of mental health issues is viewed differently from 
one study to another. A study by Hynie (2018) shows that “overcrowding and inadequate 
housing have consistently been linked to poorer mental health outcomes in the general 
population.” (Hynie, 2018). On top of that, refugees are most likely to receive poor quality 
resettlement and experience overcrowding since they cannot afford to pay for adequate 
housing, in relation to the first variable which is unemployment and lack of financial 
resources in host countries (Hynie, 2018). Moreover, significantly mentioned in studies is 
that the short validity of residence permits among refugees is related to increased PTSD 
symptoms (Aysazci-Cakar et al., 2022; Kashani, 2021). An analysis of Denmark’s Immigration 
and Integration Policies concerning refugees and asylum seekers by Kashani even mentioned 
displacement as a process of grief having to deal with the loss of the life they’ve known and 
lived, people they know, and leaving their homeland which could all be contributing factors 
to the existence of mental health issues among refugees and asylum seekers (Kashani, 
2021).


On the other hand, Kashani (2021) further mentions that although the traumatic 
experiences of Syrian refugees in their pre-, during and post-migration experiences 
contribute to poor mental health outcomes, they also have ‘‘positive effects of ‘potentially 
traumatizing experiences on cognitive-cultural integration.’’ This means that those traumas 
encourage Syrian refugees to settle, stay, and integrate into their host countries such as 
Denmark (Kashani, 2021). Additionally, an analysis made by Hynie mentions that the 
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duration of displacement is linked to poorer mental health among refugees and asylum 
seekers. The longer the duration of being placed in a highly stressful environment gradually 
deteriorates their mental health condition (Hynie, 2018).


Contrastingly, Gleeson (2020) in his study relating to post-migration factors and mental 
health outcomes of refugees, found that residency is not a variable that affects the mental 
health of refugees. He mentioned that ‘’loneliness, discrimination, and communication or 
language problems” are the factors that constitute the issues in refugee resettlement. 
Furthermore, the sense of safety and security is associated with the improvement of refugee 
mental health (Gleeson et al., 2020).


III. Social Life and Support


Separation from family and social circles is also one of the most mentioned variables of poor 
mental health conditions among refugees and asylum seekers (Eiset et al., 2020; Hynie, 
2018; Solberg et al., 2021). This includes the timeline from pre-, mid-, and post-migration 
settings (Aysazci-Cakar et al., 2022; Kashani, 2021; Solberg et al., 2021).


In her research where she followed refugees up to five years after their displacement, Hynie 
(2018) found that the separation of family members contributed to stress among refugees 
and is an essential factor in mental health disorders such as depression. Although separation 
from family shows a negative effect on refugees’ mental health, some studies suggest that 
being with one’s family causes additional stress because of the refugees’ poor economic 
condition in the host country (Aysazci-Cakar et al., 2022). Furthermore, integration and 
socialization in their host country could be affected due to their pre-existing psychological 
conditions caused by their displacement. This issue is considered a significant factor in 
refugees’ social integration in the host country which includes learning the language, finding 
employment, and fitting into the society’s norms and culture (Kashani, 2021).


Tinghög et al. (2017) also stresses that the separation of refugee families brings guilt and 
powerlessness in relation to their “inability to protect their families from difficulties back 
home’’ (Gleeson et al., 2020). Refugees coming from the Middle East have strong family ties 
as part of their culture, meaning that they become emotionally dependent on members of 
their family. It affects them as a unit which means that if one member is experiencing 
trauma, it results in all the other family members feeling it (Cheung Chung et al., 2018).


IV. Discrimination


Refugees in Denmark have been found to have a high level of PTSD (Andersen et al., 2020). 
One study shows that for every 1,000 Syrian refugees, there are 87 cases of PTSD (Eiset et 
al., 2020). Scholars argue that restrictive policies have a negative influence on mental health. 
They stated examples where refugees are represented as the main problem such as in the 
context of Denmark. The Danish government removed chances for refugees to have 
permanent residency until an unforeseeable future (Kashani, 2021). In this context, the 
refugee does not perceive a sense of belonging in the host country which is considered a 
source of stress. The Lancet Global Health Restrictive highlighted that policies, including 
those pertaining to temporary visas, detention, and reduced access to welfare support, are 
linked to a greater risk of poor general and mental health, as well as mortality among 
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migrants, relative to native populations and migrants who did not experience such 
restriction (Juárez et al., 2019). Therefore, it is believed that Denmark’s temporary 
integration approach to refugees will develop poorer overall refugee health compared to 
that of countries with an assimilationist approach (e.g., Sweden and Norway) (Dunlavy et al., 
2021).


As mentioned, a refugee’s mental well-being is highly affected by the hospitality, the extent 
of feeling welcomed, and the ‘experienced hostility’ in the host country (Hynie, 2018). Hynie 
(2018) indicates that high levels of stress, anxiety, and depression are linked to the daily 
intake of hostility and discrimination among Colombian refugees in Ecuador. This shows that 
mental health issues are not only affected by internal variables but also external ones 
(Hynie, 2018). A study by Jannesari et al. (2020) gained evidence which suggests that 
discrimination and social isolation are associated with the increase in mental health 
disorders among refugees and asylum seekers. It is suggested that the rise in discrimination 
due to anti-immigrant sentiments and restrictive policies on the freedom and entitlements 
of asylum seekers worldwide would lead to adverse outcomes in their mental health 
(Jannesari et al., 2020). Contrastingly, Hynie (2018) cited that refugees eventually cope and 
recover, and the level of distress lessens within a year of resettlement in the host country. 
The post-migration situation of these refugees highly affects their mental health all 
throughout resettlement and moving forward to their integration into their host countries 
(Hynie, 2018).


B. Refugee Policies 


A study by Canning (2021) shows that recent refugee policies are leaning away from the 
integration of refugees. For instance, in Denmark, a General Health Assessment (GHA) used 
to be provided to all newly arrived refugees as a part of their integration into Danish society. 
However, it is now only being offered optionally to all newly resettled refugees in Aarhus and 
Copenhagen after some legislative amendments made in the Danish Integration Act in 2016 
(Andersen et al., 2020). Canning (2021) mentions that “asylum systems across Europe are 
‘hostile environments’ for migrant groups, and that it is acknowledged by academics and 
practitioners since the 2015 refugee reception crises (Canning, 2021). This research also 
shows that restrictive policies affect not only the refugees and asylum seekers but also the 
workers in the system who accommodate and assist them in person. Restrictive asylum 
systems and refugee policies have taken away the human in this supposedly humanitarian 
act (Canning, 2021). Contrastingly, scholars with a focus on the socio-political point of view 
argue that traumas have a point of departure in the refugees’ home country. Their findings 
show that refugee mental health is affected by pre-migration experiences and post-
migration challenges caused by the social environmental factors in the land of settlement 
(host country) (Murray, 2021).


The Danish Aliens’ Consolidation Act No. 239 (2019) states that national security is the 
fundamental concept on which policies are constructed (The Danish Immigration Service & 
SIRI, 2022). It is reflected in the concurrent intentions of the Danish immigration politics 
which aim to protect Denmark’s national integrity by restricting the number of refugees 
from seeking protection in the country. The policies L87, L50, L153, and L180 can potentially 
devastate refugees' psychological conditions by increasing their insecurities and 
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uncertainties (Kashani, 2021). “The whole idea of establishing refugee camps was to 
pressure people to go back. To give up their hopes of staying in Denmark." (Murray, 2021). 
For instance, the policy L180, and the Aliens’ Consolidation Act of 2019, emphasize returning 
refugees to their country when the situation in their homeland allows it, regardless of how 
many years they have been working and living in Denmark (Kashani, 2021).


Denmark stands out from the other Nordic countries as having more restrictive integration 
policies across all studied policy domains (Canning, 2021). It is classified by the Migrant 
Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) as an unfavorable policy environment for refugee 
integration (Dunlavy, 2021). The country uses the strategy of ‘negative nation branding’ with 
the aim to decrease the number of asylum seekers opting to come to Denmark. Moreover, it 
makes it harder for refugees to stay. This paradigm shift was initiated by the former minister 
for integration Inger Støjberg and has since been echoed by other politicians which 
eventually led to the prime minister’s announcement of the government wanting zero 
asylum seekers in Denmark (colloquially termed as the Zero Asylum Seekers Policy) 
(Strzyżyńska, 2022). The end goal is to make the country an ‘unattractive’ destination for 
asylum seekers and refugees (Tømming & Tømming, 2022).


An analysis of the Danish immigration and integration policies by Kashani (2021) highlighted 
policies that target exclusion towards asylum seekers and refugees. Policy L87, which focuses 
on family reunification and residency permits, argues that refugees threaten Danish society. 
This policy includes decreasing welfare benefits and postponing family reunification as a 
solution to making Denmark less attractive and eventually decreasing the population of 
refugees, which may lead to ‘ethnic cohesion.’ L50 is an amendment concerning religious 
leaders and preachers coming to Denmark. This policy requires religious leaders to undergo 
classes in Danish family law, freedom, and democracy and sign a declaration of commitment 
to Danish laws. In Kashani’s analysis, this policy suggests that Denmark fears religious 
cohesion, and threats to security, believing that the radicalization of second-generation 
refugees who failed to integrate into Danish society happens in their sacred spaces. Policies 
L153 (2017) and L180 (2018) are concerned with refugee residency permits and requests. 
Through these policies, the protection of the state against violence is given one year at a 
time and re-evaluated with every application. The researcher argues that these policies are 
implemented to keep refugees ‘under surveillance’ (Tømming & Tømming, 2022).


Tømming & Tømming (2022) also reiterates that refugee policies in Denmark have leaned 
away from integration making refugees insecure about vital key elements such as 
employment and social opportunities to succeed in their host countries. The authors suggest 
that the life of refugees in Denmark is that of a precariat - a social class who lives in 
uncertainty and lack of security and that this becomes their identity as a group. Refugees, as 
the precariat, show insecurity in aspects of their lives living in a temporary headspace. As 
the authors mention, most of their interviewees do not see the effectiveness of the 
integration process, and all of them spoke out about “a level of insecurity due to their weak 
connection to the labor market as the work they were put to do result in either no 
permanent position or offered no opportunity for upward mobility” (Tømming & Tømming, 
2022,  62). They also expressed their economic insecurity, and that even while working hard 
and contributing to Danish society, they are still deemed as ‘failed citizens’. This perception, 
and the fact that their residency in Denmark is only temporary limit the extent of their social 
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integration (Tømming & Tømming, 2022). Furthermore, the authors cite that these 
experiences sum up to a “feeling of helplessness and defeat as their lives, no matter how 
hard they tried, seemed unchangeable” (Tømming & Tømming, 2022,  62).


In addition, research by Jacobsen reiterates that clause 7.3 of the Aliens Consolidation Act 
(2019) serves “as a legal mechanism of socio-spatial and temporal b/ordering that works 
through an intimate register, produces a series of displacements, and limits refugees’ access 
to protection under the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 
amending 1967 Protocol (hereinafter ‘the 1951 Convention’)” (Jacobsen, 2022, p. 820). This 
analysis suggests that section 7.3 risks the refugees being once more displaced from the life 
they have built in Denmark and once again being forcibly ‘returned’ to the place they have 
escaped from (Jacobsen, 2022).


As a result of this review of related literature, it is discovered that there are a good number 
of existing scholarly studies discussing the effects of refugee policies on refugee mental 
health. The findings show that stern policies seem to have adverse effects on refugees’ 
psychological state. However, there is a lot more to explore on whether strict Danish refugee 
policies influence refugee mental health which is where the topic of this study lies. There is 
yet a study to be made studying the mental health of Syrian refugees affected since the 
Danish government’s declaration of Syria as ‘safe’.


CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK


Mental health and illness can be viewed through different fields of study. However, in this 
research, the sociological perspective on mental health is specifically deployed which means 
analyzing the impacts of social and environmental factors on a person’s psychological well-
being. The vital concepts and theories applied in this study are operationalized in this 
chapter to assist in understanding the entirety of the project. Here, it is discussed how an 
individual’s mental health can be affected by the social environment the person is exposed 
to.


A. The Sociology of Mental Health


In this study, the sociological approach to mental health which mainly emphasizes the study 
of mental disorders is used. The perspective of mental health discusses how society, its 
structures, and reactions affect human behavior and can result in mental health issues 
(Scheid, 2009). In other words, the social context is essential in how psychological disorders 
are experienced, diagnosed, and treated (Scheid, 2009). According to (Henriksen et al., 
2020), mental health can be divided into three categories: a) clinical mental health disorders, 
b) subclinical mental ill health, and c) the human condition. Clinical mental health disorders 
are the most known psychological disorders because they are evaluated and diagnosed by 
healthcare professionals through various psychological examinations. They become “official” 
but treatable with the help of experts in the field. The second category, subclinical mental ill 
health, consists of any psychological conditions which are not extreme or critical enough to 
be recognized clinically. Lastly, the human condition denotes the recurrent feelings and 
experiences of distress and hardships which are a part of being alive (Henriksen et al., 2020).
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The focus of this study is not on the clinical aspect as diagnoses are executed by 
professionals in the psychiatric field. Instead, this research aims to understand how the 
human condition which consists of everyday social environmental trials is associated with 
mental health disorders. According to the World Health Organization (2022), those who are 
subjected to unfortunate conditions such as violence, inequality, trauma, and poverty, have 
an increased risk of developing psychiatric conditions. Furthermore, WHO emphasized that 
anybody struggling with a mental illness needs enough social support and available medical 
treatments (World Health Organisation, n.d.).


The Social Stress Theory explores the best or most common ways of coping with stress. 
Coping means an individual’s efforts to either avoid stressors or minimalize the perceived 
stress (Mossakowski, 2014). Sociologists have named several resources for coping, which 
include social support from friends and/or family, higher self-esteem, and the overall sense 
of being in control of one’s own life (Mossakowski, 2014). Unfortunately, lack of access to 
these things is not uncommon in refugees as loneliness and isolation have also been 
frequently observed among them. Things that contribute to a sense of being isolated include 
discrimination which might be ethnicity- or religion based, as well as the apparent 
communication problems that come with language barriers (Schwartz & Meyer, 2010).


B. Social Environment and the Social Stress Theory


The social environment is defined as the various physical, social, and cultural interactions 
and conditions a person is exposed to. It is the whole society that comprises the 
government, power relations, social inequality, race relations, social and economic systems, 
cultural beliefs, etc. (Barnett & Casper, 2001). According to Emile Durkheim, one of the 
considered fathers of modern sociology, the society we live in consists of ‘social facts’ which 
are everything in the society that is external to us, and affect how we live, feel, behave, and 
think. They are realities outside our control which can impact our behavior and way of life. 
Social facts are a part of an individual’s social environment which include norms, laws and 
regulations, values, beliefs, and traditions (Dillon, 2014). Durkheim believed that when these 
facts make people feel that they are a part of society, the sense of belonging emerges which 
is vital to and positively affects social integration (Dillo, 2014).


Modern studies support the notion that social integration is vital to an individual’s 
psychological health. For instance, Thoits (2009) stated that healthy interactions and the 
frequency of social contact with other people in the community play a big role in the 
promotion of good mental health. People who are integrated socially are better at surviving 
and coping with any kind of unfortunate experiences (House et al., 1988). They receive more 
support from their relationships which helps strengthen their mental health.


The aim of this research is to study how refugees’ social environment impacts their mental 
health. The focal point is on how strict Danish policies, specifically the Alien’s Consolidation 
Act of 2019 section 7.3 and the government’s declaration of Syria as safe, act as additional 
social stressors which influence the affected refugees’ psychological state in Denmark.


The sociological lens applied to explore and understand the problem area is referred to as 
the Social Stress Theory by Hans Selye (1936). This theoretical concept suggests that mental 
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health can be affected by various social, environmental, and economic stressors and that 
socially disadvantaged groups are more vulnerable to increased stress levels (Schwartz & 
Meyer, 2010). It claims that exposure to severe negative or chronic social stressors and 
strains negatively impacts an individual’s mental health. Here, the terms ‘stress’ or ‘stressor’ 
mainly refer to significant happenings in a person’s life which also include severe and 
constantly recurring strains which can result to negative psychological conditions (Thoits, 
2009). The theory proposes that “Ongoing difficulties (sometimes called chronic strains) are 
almost as important as severe negative events in predicting depression” (Thoits, 2009, p. 
110). “In other words, acute events, and chronic strains (the latter defined as environmental 
demands that require repeated or daily readjustments in behavior over long periods of time) 
are causally implicated in various forms of mental illness, from mild to severe. Moreover, 
‘hassles’ are also considered by researchers as a type of stressor that may cause negative 
mental health condition (Kanner et al., 1980). The term ‘hassles’ refers to minor 
circumstances that one needs to deal with and may affect behavior, such as missing the train 
and misplacing a valuable.


As a development of the Social Stress Theory, Holmes and Rahe (1967) created a 
questionnaire called the Social Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS) which lists 40 different 
social stressors, particularly major live happenings, and daily hassles. The events listed on 
the scale are considered as stressful episodes in life where major behavioral and emotional 
adjustments are needed. The SRRS assumes that those who experienced more stressful life 
situations and scored higher on the scale suffer more stress and have an increased risk of 
acquiring mental health disorders (Mossakowski, 2014). Examples of these life happenings 
include the death of a close family member, significant personal injury, or illness, or serving a 
jail term (Mossakowski, 2014). In this research, the Social Stress Theory (combined with the 
SRRS) is used as the framework to comprehend how the declaration of Syria safe and the 
stern application of the clause 7.3  contribute to Syrian refugees’ mental health conditions in 1

Denmark. Examples of post-migration social strains observed in Syrian refugees in Denmark 
include the unpleasant living conditions in refugee camps, separation from or death of loved 
ones, inability to find a job, prejudices (racism and xenophobia), and most importantly, the 
thought of having one’s Danish residence permit revoked anytime, among others.


To further establish the standpoint of this study, the social environmental factors are divided 
into two categories: (1) pre-migration and (2) post-migration, with only the latter as our focal 
point. Pre-migration social environmental factors include all the circumstances refugees 
have experienced in their home country, such as persecution, violence, sexual harassment, 
death of loved ones in the war, etc. On the contrary, social environmental determinants in 
the post-migration stage comprise the conditions refugees are exposed to in their home 
country (i.e., in this research, Denmark), including living conditions, cultural differences, 
integration policies, etc. 


 Refer to page 2, the Brief Summary of the Danish Aliens’ Consolidation Act No. 239, Section 7
1
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C. Refugee and Asylum Seekers


In this study, we define the term “refugee” as a person, regardless of race and nationality, 
who leaves his home country and seeks protection in another because he is compelled to 
due to fear of aggression, persecution, violence, or disaster in his homeland (United Nations, 
n.d.). Moreover, an “asylum seeker” refers to an individual who is forced to leave his country 
due to violations of human rights, life-threatening conditions, or because not doing so would 
lead to persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, or political beliefs (Amnesty 
International, n.d.). Refugees are protected by international laws such as the 1951 Refugee 
Convention. This regulation states that “a refugee should not be returned to a country where 
he or she faces serious threats to his or her life or freedom” In this study, we focus 
specifically on Syrian refugees. They are permanent residents of Syria who had to flee the 
country in 2011 because of the Syrian civil war (UNHCR, 2022).


According to the Danish immigration service, Syrian refugees can apply for asylum in 
Denmark if they meet the following condition: (1) being outside the country of one’s 
nationality, and (2) having a “well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion.” (The 
Danish Immigration Service, n.d.-a). According to the Danish Alien’s Act of 2019 section 7, 
Syrian refugees can only be granted temporary residence permits in Denmark, and their 
right to reside in the country terminates when they are no longer in need of protection. 
Thus, when the Danish government declared Syria as ‘safe’ in 2019, the above-mentioned 
legislative clause was applied to revoke the residence permits of thousands of Syrian 
refugees in Denmark. Before the amendments made in section 7 of this act, refugees were 
granted residence permits with the possibility of being granted a permanent one (The 
Danish Immigration Service, n.d.-b). The changes made were in line with the authorities’ 
announcement of not wanting any asylum seekers in Denmark in 2019.


D. Zero Asylum Seekers in Denmark


The Zero Asylum Seekers Policy is a term coined to refer to the Danish government’s goal of 
not having any asylum seekers apply for refuge in Denmark. It is a series of legislative 
changes implemented by the authorities to ensure that asylum-seeking and staying as a 
refugee in Denmark becomes challenging enough to eventually encourage nobody to seek 
shelter as a refugee in the country (European Commission, 2022). One of these amendments 
was clause 7.3 of the Danish Alien’s Consolidation Act of 2019, which emphasizes that 
refugees’ residency in Denmark is only temporary as long as the alien is at risk of suffering 
from violence, torture, and other unfortunate circumstances in his home country (Ministry 
of Immigration and Integration, 2019). This objective became more explicit when, in 2019, 
prime minister Mette Frederiksen publicly declared the government’s commitment to having 
‘zero asylum seekers’ in Denmark (Strzyżyńska, 2022).


This history started in 2015 when the war in Syria broke out, and several Syrians travelled to 
Europe to seek safe shelter (Singhvi, 2022). Due to this influx, the Danish government 
decided to initiate a regulation that allowed Syrian refugees to temporarily reside in the 
country until Syria’s situation improves and it is considered safe enough to return to (Singhvi, 
2022). Unfortunately, this legislation was not designed to safeguard and support refugees’ 
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long-term integration and residence (European Commission, 2022). Thus, in 2019, when the 
Danish government finally declared the Damascus region in Syria safe for return, several 
Syrian refugees’ residence permits were revoked. This decision was made despite many 
controversies regarding the actual security situation in Syria. Furthermore, according to 
Ritzau (2022), 11 out of 12 sources do not agree with Denmark’s claim that Damascus is 
safe, which still does not stop the authorities from following (Ritzau/The Local, 2021). Niels 
Erik Hansen, a human rights lawyer, interprets this act by the Danish government as a tactic 
to push for the zero-asylum vision in Denmark by showing those asylum seekers who wish to 
come to Denmark, that they most likely will be sent home and they should rather seek 
asylum elsewhere (VICE News, 2021).


The most recent initiative of the Danish government towards having zero asylum seekers in 
Denmark started in 2021. The proposal was to enable processing of asylum seekers in third- 
world countries outside Europe, for instance, Rwanda, to avoid having to protect them in 
Denmark. According to Rasmus Stoklund, the government party's immigration speaker, "If 
you apply for asylum in Denmark, you know that you will be sent back to a country outside 
Europe, and therefore we hope that people will stop seeking asylum in Denmark" (Specia, 
2021). However, this project's focal point is not on this latest initiative. The goal of this 
research is to explore how the strict refugee policies in Denmark, most specifically the 
amendments made in section 7 of the Danish Alien’s Consolidation Act and the declaration 
of Syria ‘safe’ affect Syrian refugees’ mental health in Denmark.


ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS


Existing research studies suggest a correlation between strict refugee policies and refugee 
mental health. Specifically, in Denmark, a series of changes in legislation have been 
introduced making asylum seeking and being a refugee in the country more challenging 
(European Commission, 2022). These amendments are colloquially known as the 'Zero 
Asylum Seekers Policy' (Strzyżyńska, 2022). As a result, Syrian refugees in Denmark have 
been experiencing post-migration stressors and social-environmental challenges which may 
affect their mental health.


This chapter aims to analyze how Syrian refugees’ thoughts and social environmental 
experiences since the new policy was implemented are associated with their psychological 
health. 33 secondary interview data were collected from 41 different online news articles, 
television reports, and documentaries dating from 2019 to the present. This information was 
then analyzed to find patterns or recurring themes. Furthermore, the Social Readjustment 
Rating Scale (SRRS) developed by Holmes and Rahe (1967) was used as a framework to 
identify themes in the analysis. This scale consists of 43 life events ranked based on their 
stress value. For instance, some experiences may have a long-lasting impact on mental and 
physical health, while others exert only a short-term influence. According to the scale, 
individuals who have suffered from the loss of close family members have a higher risk of 
experiencing a higher amount of stress than those who have encountered changes in work 
conditions (Thoits, 2009). The same stress score can refer to different life events in different 
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individuals. The stress score scale generalizes the possible outcomes which can lead to 
mood, illness, depression, and other mental disorders (Thoits, 2009).


The following section presents and analyzes all the collected interview data by categorizing 
them into three main themes based on the SRRS: (1) separation from immediate family 
members, (2) fear of persecution, and (3) regret over life, education, or work in Denmark.


A. Separation from Immediate Family Members


Based on the collected data, the sentiment of separation from one’s family is the most 
mentioned and expressed among the interviewees. Syrian refugees who have been granted 
protection under section 7.3 of the Danish Alien’s Act of 2019 are only granted temporary 
protection. They are allowed to stay in the country if there is still a general threat in their 
home country. However, in 2019, the government of Denmark decided to declare Damascus 
‘safe’ and used this as a ground to reject a number of Syrian refugees’ residency applications 
following section 7.3. As a result, families are separated (or at risk to be separated) since 
applications for residency in Denmark are done individually, not as a family.


“I'm afraid they'll separate me from my family or separate my family from me. That 
they'll give me a residence permit while they won't give my family residence permit” 
– Aya Abu-Daher (Poulton et al./ Guardian News and Media, 2022).


Aya has been the face of resistance against this policy since her story broke out in the Danish 
media in 2021. She escaped from the war in Syria and came to Denmark with her family in 
2015. She then integrated with society, learned the language, and began her studies. 
Unfortunately, in March 2021, a few months before her student exams, she received a letter 
from the government stating the rejection of her residency in Denmark.


“We're still talking about the regime that I fled from, and they are still there. And the 
things I experienced under his regime; I will never want to experience again. So 
therefore, I would rather die here, than go back and experience it all again. Plus, I 
have no one left there, I have no family. I have no house because my house was 
bombed. Also, I only have bad memories from there” – Aya Abu-Daher (Poulton et 
al./ Guardian News and Media, 2022).


A lot of Syrian refugees come to Denmark either with their family or follow a family member. 
Like Aya, most Syrian refugees have their living family members with them in the country 
without anybody left alive in Syria because of the war. This sentiment is shared by Faeza 
Satouf who is the only one in her family to receive a residency rejection letter from the 
government.


"I was very upset, and I started to cry. It is not safe to return. They come with an 
inhuman refusal. Here I am doing an education, I am doing a job, and I feel that I can 
make a lot of dreams come true. My life is here, and I have seen nothing but war in 
Syria. This is where my dreams can come true. My family is here in Denmark, my 
house is here, why should I return? I can't do that” – Faeza Satouf (Friis, 2021).
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Another Syrian refugee who is the only one in her family to receive a rejection letter is Sahar 
Elrifai. She was in tears and clear distress in a video interview conducted by DW News right 
when she received her rejection letter.


“They say I was rejected. My residence permit won't be renewed. My mother and 
younger brother could stay. I am the only one being expelled,”


“When I was in Syria there were battles and bombs. Here I feel much safer, I have my 
family here and this is where I grew up. I am part of the Danish society” – Sahar 
Elrifai (DW News, 2022).


In a follow-up article by B.T. about her battle to stay in Denmark, Sahar refuses to leave 
Denmark voluntarily. Since she was confined in an asylum detention center, she has been 
suffering from lack of sleep and sorrow over missing her mother.


"I can't sleep at night. The thoughts just keep running: When am I going home to my 
mother? When will I get a residence permit again? When will it end? I can't stop it" – 
Sahar Elrifai (Patscheider, 2022).


Both Ghalia and Mariam Karim also mention lack of sleep. This can be interpreted as a sign 
of stress as they think about all the challenging situations brought about by Denmark’s 
announcement of Damascus as safe. Mariam, who is also pregnant and recently got married, 
shares that she has no mental capacity to prepare the room for her unborn child.


"Before the decision, we had a lot of plans, but I don't have the energy to think about 
them. I have stress every day and I have difficulty sleeping at night" – Mariam Karim 
(Martensen & Sircic, 2022).


Furthermore, Ghalia mentions how she feels about not having any control over her life as a 
result of the Danish authorities’ announcement of wanting zero asylum seekers in the 
country.


“I’m right back to that point when I first arrived in Denmark and feel helpless all the 
time,”


"I have no control over my life and I feel like I haven’t done anything to deserve this” 
– Ghalia (McKernan et al., 2021).


All the Syrian interviewees mentioned above integrated, studied, and had jobs in Denmark, 
but now they are unable to continue studying and working because of the rejection of their 
residency permits. The refusal does not allow them to do anything else but appeal or 
voluntarily return to Syria. They have all done what was expected of them as refugees which 
is to integrate and contribute to Danish society, but nothing is enough. Their integration, 
education, and working status in Denmark can be interpreted as signals of coping. It means 
that they have gained social environmental resources which supported and motivated them 
to go on with their new life in Denmark despite their unfortunate past experiences. 
Unfortunately, the declaration of Damascus as ‘safe’ despite the contradicting reality and the 
application of the Danish Alien’s Act Section 7.3 to Syrian refugees’ residency permits take 
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away this vital support system they need to cope and live soundly in the country. 
Furthermore, these legislations force them back to the state they were in before which 
caused them pre-migration traumas.


Additionally, in the SRRS, the theme of separation from one’s family members can be equally 
associated with marital separation, death of a family member or close friend, leaving home, 
change in living conditions, and change in residence. As Thoits (2009) mentions, family and 
friends are vital social coping channels for individuals. Undeniably, the legislations discussed 
in this section results in the separation of family members which can therefore be 
interpreted as a stress factor for many Syrian refugees. Lack of or no access to support 
systems and coping strategies can cause problems with mental health.


B. Fear of Persecution


Another evident recurring pattern observed from the collected interview data is the fear of 
persecution or being arrested and put to jail in Syria once the refugees return home 
(Amnesty International, 2022). “These people fear, with good reason, being sent back to 
imprisonment, torture and, in the worst case, death" (Amnesty International, 2022). And 
already now, the uncertain waiting major human consequences.


The Assad regime and its loyalists view Syrian refugees as traitors and dissidents. Human 
rights monitors have identified cases of returnees being harassed, detained without any 
charge, tortured, and even disappearing ((Hergel & Houborg, 2021), 2021). Thousands of 
Syrians searched and found safety in Denmark, and now the fear of returning to Assad’s 
regime raises terror in their eyes and soul. These concerns are expressed by Ibrahim Satouf, 
who fears that his daughter will face the same experience he once encountered.


"This is how we sat in prison. We were 115 men in a room the size of this living room. 
We couldn't move. Every day the guards came with a bucket of potatoes. There was 
one for each day. In one corner of the room, there was a hole. It was the toilet,” 
(Hergel & Houborg, 2021).


"If you had experienced what I have experienced, you would let your daughter 
travel," (Hergel & Houborg, 2021).


“What should I say? She is my daughter. No father in the world would send his 
daughter back to a country where we have experienced what we have experienced. I 
carried her on my shoulders when I was going there” – Ibrahim (Hergel & Houborg, 
2021).


Ibrahim’s daughter, Faeza, addressed the following statement to the Danish authorities:


"I would like to tell them that they have no idea what they are talking about. They 
have never sat in an apartment that has been searched. They have never lived under 
Assad. Never sat in a class where close friends were killed and had to walk over dead 
bodies to getaway" – Faeza (Hergel & Houborg, 2021).
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Another Syrian refugee couple, Omar and Al-Natour who have two sons, arrived in Denmark 
in 2014. They have established a decent life in Denmark and acquired a small business:


"My husband and I opened a shop selling Arabic products, it was going well. Then I 
decided to resume my studies, but now everything has just stopped," says Al-Natour, 
who "just wants to get (her) life back" (The Times of India, 2021).


However, the thought of the rejection of their residence permits raised many criticisms 
towards the Danish government. Amnesty International stated that Syrian security forces 
“use of violence against dozens of refugees who returned home” (The Local, 2021). 
Meanwhile, the Danish authorities claim Syria is safe to return to despite this ongoing 
reality.


"Going back to Syria means going to prison, or even death, since we're opposed to 
Bashar al-Assad. He's a criminal" – Al-Natour (The Times of India, 2021).


A similar perspective was expressed by Dania Al Kholi, a refugee from Damascus who has 
been living in Kolding since 2015. During an interview with the Danish press, she confidently 
answered the following:


- Do you think you risk being killed in Syria? “Yes"


- What makes you think that? "In the eyes of the Syrian regime, we have turned our 
backs on the regime. We are either tortured or arrested. Assad has said that those 
who have turned their backs on the country are traitors. He has killed so many people 
and sent so many to flight, and you can't trust him and think he won't do anything to 
us” – Dania Al Kholi (Kristiansen, 2021).


Additionally, Dania has expressed her uncertainties about her future once she returns to 
Syria.


“We have lost our house; it has been bombed and all our friends and family have lef 
the country. But I can't think about it. I never think of going back because I know it 
would be dangerous for me and my family” (Kristiansen, 2021).


"It is a temporary residence permit, we knew that, but we had expected to be sent 
back only when there is complete peace in Syria. You cannot pull Damascus out of the 
pile and say it is safe, while all other parts of the country are not” (Kristiansen, 2021).


According to the SRRS model, the fear of being arrested and put to jail is a social-
environmental stressor that can cause mental harm. Therefore, the following responses, on 
top of the existing fear of prison and torture, have shown anxiety symptoms expressed in 
stress, lack of sleep, and other health problems.


Raima, a Syrian teenager, has expressed herself through her letter dedicated to the prime 
minister where she mentioned:


	 	 




20

“There is an anxiety that sits in me and many other people whose lives relate to a 
temporary residence permit. Anxiety that sits in people who are waiting for an 
answer from the Danish Immigration Service as to whether they can renew their 
residence permit. Anxiety that results from the stability we lack in our lives. An 
anxiety you do not consider when you make decisions that affect us and our lives. The 
anxiety is greatest among people who have been refused an extension of their 
residence permit. 205 Syrians have received this, including my closest friend and 
classmate, Aya Abu-Daher. I tried to describe the anxiety in Aya and people in her 
situation in my poem 'Repatriation ticket',” – Raima (Pye, 2021).


She has also stated that anxiety is present among her close friend Aya and other Syrians she 
met through the Danish Refugee Council Youth (DFUNK) organization:


“I can see the anxiety in Aya's eyes. The fear of returning to dictatorship. The fear of 
not being able to put on his student cap. I can see the anxiety among many of my 
friends and the young people I meet in our organization DFUNK. They feel at home in 
Denmark, but fear that at some point they will also be rejected due to the current 
immigration policy, where integration does not count. Denmark does not even send 
its diplomats to Syria because the Danish embassy in Damascus is not safe. Why then 
send Syrian citizens?” – Raima (Pye, 2021).


On top of that, an equivalent reaction to the possibility of returning to Syria has triggered 
deep depression and health problems for 53-year-old Nabil Alkhatib. According to an article 
from Politiken, one night before Nabil’s hearing at the court, he collapsed, and his arm 
muscles cramped which might have happened because of excessive stress (Bolliger et al., 
2022). He, therefore, ended up at a hospital in Copenhagen.


“Wires are attached to his torso to measure his heart rate. He grimaces and tries to 
position himself in a less painful position” – Nabil (Bolliger et al., 2022).


According to Alkhatib, he was doing well until a year ago. He had gained protection status in 
Denmark after leaving Syria. He hoped to start a new life with his wife Faten and their four 
children. But later, his temporary residence permit was cancelled by the Danish government. 
Alkhatib has been afraid of being sent back to Syria ever since (Bolliger, 2022).


“He suffers from depression and difficulty concentrating and has had to give-up his 
job in a logistics company” – Nabil (Bolliger et al., 2022).


Haitham Kurdi, a 61-year-old Syrian in Denmark, also received a rejection of his residence 
permit. At the Kaershovedgaard deportation center, evidence shows that he has grown 
depressed, developed tics, and barely eats (Peltier & Nielsen, 2022).


“Being here is like dying slowly,” – Kurdi Haitham (Peltier & Nielsen, 2022).


The reporters further write about what Kurdi’s experience,


“In a recent interview from his shabby room at the Kaershovedgaard center in the 
town of Ikast in northern Denmark, where some asylum seekers who have been 
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rejected are held. But the prospect of returning to Syria is so terrifying, he said, that 
he would never go back” (Peltier & Nielsen, 2022).


Another challenge began in February 2021 when the Danish immigration authorities revoked 
Mohammed Tarek’s residency. This 58-year-old Syrian was, unfortunately, the only one 
among his family members who lost his residency in Denmark. This decision filled him with 
anxiety and fear and even mentions that his health became worse after the problems with 
his residency status ebgun. Furthermore, since the rejection of his residency, Mohammed 
also lost his right to work in the country (Alfred & Holst, 2022).


“I’m psychologically tired; I have diabetes, cholesterol, and blood pressure” (Alfred & 
Holst, 2022).


“We are under psychological and economic pressure—we can’t breathe, for now, the 
anxious wait continues” (Alfred & Holst, 2022).


Mohammed does not need to read articles regarding the risks of returning to Syria because 
he has already lost family members there. He knows what to expect.


“We fled the murderous regime; we participated in demonstrations in Denmark 
against the regime; how can we return now? If we are detained, we won’t have 
guarantees over our lives,” – Mohammed Tarek (Alfred & Holst, 2022)


Sahar Elrifai is a 21-year-old student in Denmark whose residency application process is not 
yet finalized. However, in her interview, she emphasized that the thought of being forced to 
go back to Syria makes her constantly stressed (Patscheider, 2022).


"They don't know anything about what I've experienced and what it was like in Syria. 
There were bombs in front of our apartment, and people were shouting and 
screaming. It is not safe in Syria as long as Bashar al-Assad sits there” – Sahar Elrifai 
(Patscheider, 2022)


Most of these people are not yet sent back to Syria. However, as they await their appeal in 
deportation camps, their memories of the war, violence, death, and the trauma they 
experienced before their migration, are returning because of the announcement. 
Furthermore, these traumatic pre-migration realities may become present again.


Another case worth mentioning is the case of 26-year-old Tarek Kelani. He admitted that his 
traumatizing pre-migration experiences and his challenging journey to Denmark have caused 
him PTSD (Kelani, 2021).


“I have personally been through an incomprehensibly traumatizing journey on my 
way to Denmark, where I was kidnapped, sold, starved, shot at and imprisoned. I'm 
working on getting over that” – Tarek (Kelani, 2021).


Moreover, Tarek implied that sending him to Assad would not help maintain his mental 
health and sanity. Additionally, he mentioned that there is something that Danish citizens 
are presumably unaware of, but that the politicians probably know:
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“The generals and troops in Assad's army brandish us as traitors and threaten to kill 
and persecute us if we ever leave. A well-known general in Syria has stated: "You 
must not come back because even if the state forgives you, we will not personally do 
it" (Alfred & Holst, 2022).


“Here, Danish politicians expect me to obey Danish legislation and say "Oh, damn it. I 
couldn't prove that I will be killed in Syria, too bad man. But I'd rather obey Danish 
legislation and travel down to my death” (Kelani, 2021).


However, Tarek mentions that many issues are captured with this policy. The Syrian 
refugees’ security once they go back to Syria cannot be guaranteed by the Danish 
authorities. As many mentioned above, Assad’s dictatorial regime and his promises cannot 
be trusted.


“It has been established that Assad is a war criminal and the Hitler of our time, which 
is why no agreement with him is guaranteed or binding” – Tarek (Kelani, 2021).


“If my residence permit is revoked tomorrow, based on my failure to document that 
my life is in danger in Syria, then I must choose between rotting in a deportation 
center or traveling down to my death in Syria” – Tarek (Kelani, 2021).


Being a refugee means being displaced suddenly, and often violently. Based on the gathered 
responses, these refugees are all marked by the trauma they experienced back home. 
Having their residency in Denmark revoked makes them feel profoundly helpless and forced 
to return to Assad’s regime. This can go far beyond the diagnostic category of PTSD. Trauma 
is seen in all the responses. It is expressed in fear of persecution, and uncertainty about their 
safety with the gruesome thoughts of suffering from the same unfortunate past events 
again.


In the SRRS framework, the jail term is on the top of the scale. Concurrently, it is also one of 
the main recurring social stressors for Syrian refugees. According to the interviewees, being 
arrested and serving jail term is most likely to occur once they return to Syria since people 
who have left the country are seen as traitors by Assad’s regime. These findings support our 
argument that the declaration of Damascus ‘safe’, and the austere application of refugee 
policies in Denmark have detrimental effects on the Syrian refugees’ mental health. 
However, as the data were generated through already existing interviews and articles, the 
possibility of them being biased is high as we could have accessed only the worst cases.


C. Regret over Life, Education and/or Work in Denmark


Restarting life again and experiencing the same pre-migration stresses they have endured 
before having been putting a strain on the Syrian refugees in Denmark. Most interviewees 
mentioned putting their life, education, and work on hold because of this policy. For 
instance, Jasmin stood by her family outside the Danish Parliament and protested Denmark’s 
inflexible refugee policies.
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"Denmark loves to make international headlines about positive things about life here. 
Like the fact that it's supposed to be the happiest country in the world. But the fact 
that the happiest country in the world is destroying the lives of the most brutalized 
people in the world" – Jasmin (France 24 English, 2021).


Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe (1967) mentioned the importance of events in a person's 
life as grounds for crucial behavioral adjustments. Furthermore, they found that consistent 
and repeated adjustments to one’s behavior have detrimental effects on an individual’s 
capacity to cope and adapt, which can cause negative consequences on physical and mental 
health (Thoits, 2009).


Brown and Harris found that recurring unfortunate happenings and chronic strains lead 
individuals to increased risks of developing mental illnesses such as depression. In addition, 
they discovered that ongoing life challenges are as crucial as acute adverse circumstances in 
predicting psychological disorders (Thoits, 2009). They recognized that “acute events and 
chronic strains (the latter defined as environmental demands that require repeated or daily 
readjustments in behavior over long periods) are causally implicated in various forms of 
mental illness, from mild to severe” (Thoits, 2009, p. 110).


“It is as if the Danish immigration services has bombed my dream, just as Bashar al-
Assad bombed our homes. Only this time the bombing is psychological” – Asmaa al-
Natour (Peltier & Nielsen, 2021).


Asmaa’s statement resembles much stress from dealing with traumas. She recalls her home 
being bombed by Assad, which has affected her not only physically, but also emotionally. 
Asmaa witnessed multiple deaths, while she longed, and fought for her survival. She 
compared her pre-migration trauma to her new social environmental reality in Denmark. 
The announcement of Syria ‘safe’ is bringing Syrian refugees back to where they started; to 
where all their traumas originated. Therefore, we can assume that the main reason behind 
their will to stay in Denmark, and their resistance to going back to Syria, are rooted in their 
pre-migration traumatic experiences. This means that they do not want to experience the 
same unfortunate circumstances in their home country again.


Aya also shares the same dilemma of being put into limbo. Only because she voiced out 
through the Danish media her resistance to going back to Syria in 2021, that she was able to 
re-appeal her residency and be granted a permit to stay in Denmark.


“Am I really in this situation again? Will there be a day where it all starts over? I lose 
my residency permit and they say yes Syria is safe again and I have to leave Denmark. 
No I won't. I simply won't. This has been a bad chapter in my life, and I really want to 
move on. But after I read this letter, I cannot move on. I'm really sad. I don't know 
how to describe my feelings right now. I'm happy because I've been granted a 
residence permit. But I'm still thinking, it is valid until 15th July 2023. And it ends 
when you no longer need protection. I can't. I can't move on with my life now. I hope I 
can. But I can't right now” – Aya Abu-Daher (Poulton et al./ Guardian News and 
Media, 2022).
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In a follow-up article, Aya mentioned that she has put her dream of pursuing an education in 
nursing on hold and is currently working full-time for the possibility of applying for 
permanent residency after 3 years and 6 months of full-time work.


"I am not angry with anyone from Denmark. Denmark has given me a lot of help, 
they gave me a home and a safe place to sleep. But I am mad about some rules. For 
me, it is sometimes a bit difficult to live as a refugee in Denmark, especially the part 
about Denmark being for those who can and want to, but all of a sudden, no, 
Denmark is not for those who can and want to” – Aya Abu-Daher (Seidelin & 
Jonasdottir, 2022).


"Because it's not very cool to live in something that's temporary. You want us to 
integrate, but it's not easy when you can't get on with your life and don't know if 
you'll be kicked out before two years have passed. On the one hand, you are told that 
you have to do everything like the Danes, but on the other hand, you cannot start a 
proper life because you are constantly afraid of being thrown out" – Aya Abu-Daher 
(Korsgaard, 2022).


However, speaking through the media against the regime, and garnering attention for it does 
not guarantee a residency extension from the Refugee Board. Some just leave in regret of 
choosing Denmark to seek asylum in.


"You will waste your time and then you will be sent back,”


"I never want to go back to the Assad regime. They (immigration authorities) say that 
there is no danger in Syria. But that's a lie” – Syrian Nadia Almasri (Jensen & Wulff, 
2022).


Since 1999, refugees have been protected by the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) 
(European Commission, n.d.). The CEAS ensures that all EU member countries have equal 
responsibility of welcoming asylum seekers in a fair way and that no matter where the 
applicant applies, the outcome is the same. However, there are some flaws with the CEAS, as 
displayed during the 2015 migration crisis. Two of the main problems were that the 
processing of applications took too long, and some member states were unable to handle or 
commit to dealing with the uncontrolled arrival of migrants and asylum seekers. This led to 
differences in the criteria for granting protection, and the responsibility for managing 
migration was not shared fairly between EU states. Furthermore, the Dublin system also 
entails that refugees can only apply for asylum from one EU country, and if they ever re-
apply asylum to another EU country, they will most likely be sent back to the first country 
they were granted asylum for (Jensen & Wulff, 2022).


“Some girls are having to quit their education as their parents are too worried that 
they’ll be arrested or taken hostage by armed criminal groups or the regime. I won’t 
go back there — I’d rather go to another country to try to seek asylum there.” – Eilaf 
Alakkad (The Syria Campaign, 2021).


In a 2019 report by the Danish Immigration Service, there has been a record of 593 requests 
from other European countries to send back Syrians who fled Denmark. If they will be forced 
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to leave Denmark and be sent back to Syria, the Alkale family (Bilal the father, his wife 
Sawsan Doungham and two children Said and Majed) whose residencies in Denmark have 
been revoked, said that they would still take a chance and move to another European 
country even if they risk being sent back to Denmark (France 24, 2021). This point of view is 
also shared by other Syrian refugees.


“If I have to leave, I will go to any other country than Syria” – Mohammed Tarek 
(Alfred & Holst, 2022).


This action of moving to another EU country to seek asylum can be interpreted as a coping 
strategy for refugees who are dealing with the constant stresses caused by Danish policies. 
Bashir, a refugee, even mentioned that he regrets seeking asylum in Denmark instead of 
another country (Ogilvie, 2022). The head of asylums at the Danish Refugee Council, Eva 
Singer, said that they have been receiving a high volume of concerned calls from Syrian 
refugees who already have permanent residency and citizenship in Denmark because they 
fear that they might be included in this policy and will be sent back to Syria (Jensen & Wulff, 
2022). 


Anyhow, not all Syrians want to stay in Denmark; at least until they know that Syria is safe to 
return to. In an interview by Matthew Cassel of VICE News, he asked Susan Bashour if she 
regrets coming to Denmark with her two children. She responded with clear distress and 
tears falling down her face:


“Yes. Because of my children not because of me because I think that I destroyed their 
future when I chose to stay here” – Susan Bashour (VICE News, 2021).


She further stated that she would voluntarily go back to Syria and take her kids with her if 
their safety is without a doubt 100% secured. She emphasized that as long as Assad is in 
power, Syria is never truly safe. Like how Asmaa referred to the bombs in Syria, Susan also 
mentioned the same feeling of the bombs destroying their homes as the same with the 
announcement destroying the life they have built in Denmark.


"No. It's my country. If I know that it's safe, I will take my children and go back. But I 
know it's not safe for them to go back to Syria,”


"We were sitting in our home back in Syria. We had a day off and a car bomb blew 
everything up. Everyone was shocked. The doors were blown off. So, the same thing 
happened here, it's not a bomb exploding, but the news we got from the (Danish 
Immigration) court is the same thing. Everything we've done, everything we've made, 
everything we've built over three years in a foreign country, it's not easy seeing a 
person come and destroy it just like that. It's hard” – Susan Bashour (VICE News, 
2021).


Susan’s daughter, Tulip Bashour, who also received the rejection letter from the Danish 
Immigration Service, stated that they would rather take a chance to seek asylum in another 
European country than go back to Syria.
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"And unfortunately, I know that it's going to be hard for me, but I think it's going to 
be less hard than traveling to Syria because I am sure that I will be alive and not 
arrested or killed by the Syrian government. And I can't expect anything, but I feel so 
bad and terrible because I know that the decision, they're going to take is going to 
change my destiny and this is what I am afraid of" – Tulip Bashour (VICE News, 2021).


In the SRRS, Holmes and Rahe have accounted for change, in work hours or conditions, 
change in residence, change in schools, and change in social activities as social stressors in a 
person's life. All these can be related to what many Syrian refugees have been dealing with 
because of the announcement – change in residence, work, plans, education, language, and 
social activities.


"My children do not speak Arabic. They speak Danish. I hope Danes understand that 
they feel Danish and cannot just be sent to Syria. We have learned your culture, rules, 
and language. If we are sent home, we are lost” – Edres Mostafa Mostafa 
(Eisenhardt et al., 2021).


According to Thoits (2009), the more life events a person experience in a short time frame, 
the greater the probability of sickness, and/or even death. Furthermore, mental health 
scholars suggest that it can be linked to mental health disorders such as anxiety, depression, 
schizophrenia, and generalized states of psychological distress (Thoits, 2009). Since the 
refugees are deprived of their rights to stay and are not able to do anything in Denmark, 
they develop stress symptoms. In this case, the need to pause or restart their life, education, 
and work all over again as an implication of the announcement can greatly affect their 
mental health.


CONCLUSION


The main objective of this study was to determine whether Syrian refugees’ mental health in 
Denmark is detrimentally affected by the austerity of Danish refugee policies. In particular, 
the focal point was to learn how the declaration of the Damascus region of Syria ‘safe’ and 
the application of the amended Danish Alien’s Act section 7.3 influence their psychological 
well-being.


Firstly, the conclusion is that based on the scholarly studies collected in the review of related 
literature, there is a direct relationship between refugees’ mental health and stern refugee 
policies which are a part of refugees’ post-migration social environment. Research shows 
that many of these individuals, as they arrive in their host countries, already suffer from 
anxiety, depression, and PTSD because of their exposure to pre-migration traumatic 
experiences. When these individuals apply for asylum in another country such as Denmark, 
they are bound to follow specific rules pertaining to variables such as the waiting period for 
the approval of their residence permits and their integration into the host country’s culture 
and society. According to studies, unfortunately, the asylum-seeking process perpetuates 
stress and worsens refugees’ mental health as the procedure subject's asylum seekers to 
long waiting periods which can last for months or years. During this period, an asylum seeker 
is likely to have a social status that is among the lowest and most disadvantaged in the 
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country making the individuals in question vulnerable to chronic strains such as financial 
difficulties and uncertainties with their residence.


According to the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, refugees should be 
protected and not be forced to return to their homeland, where they are at risk of 
experiencing severe life hazards or threats to freedom. Denmark has followed this regulation 
for many years under the Danish Alien Act section 7 until its government, in 2019, 
announced prematurely that the war in Syria has ceased despite its contradicting reality. 
Clause 7.3 states that refugees can only stay in Denmark if they need shelter from violence, 
persecution, and other harassment. Thus, the declaration of the Damascus region ‘safe’ 
resulted in thousands of Syrian refugees’ residence permits being revoked. As a further 
consequence, this announcement left thousands of Syrian refugees worrying about their 
and their families' safety and losing their established lives in Denmark.


As shown in the analysis chapter, the 33 Syrian refugees interviewed after the declaration 
have been suffering from what the SRRS framework refers to as ‘social stressors’ and ‘daily 
hassles’. All of them have been experiencing various kinds of stress due to the rejection of 
their residency in Denmark. Examples of these are contributors to or symptoms of anxiety 
such as lack of sleep, recurring financial difficulties, constant fear of separation from loved 
ones, and being forced to return to Syria, where they are at risk of getting persecuted, 
harassed, and/or even killed. According to the Social Stress Theory, acute adverse events, 
and chronic strains, like what the interviewees have been suffering from, put individuals at 
much higher risk of developing mental disorders, which can vary in severity. As also 
mentioned in the conceptual framework, recurring difficulties which can also be referred to 
as chronic strains, are as crucial as extreme unfortunate events in anticipating various 
mental disorders such as schizophrenia, anxiety attacks, depression, and generalized 
distress. In conclusion, the social environmental stresses caused by Denmark’s 
announcement of Syria ‘safe’, and the stern application of refugee legislations such as the 
Danish Alien’s Act section 7.3, have detrimental effects on Syrian refugees’ mental health in 
Denmark. However, it is crucial to remember that these factors are only contributors to their 
psychological conditions; that there is no single element such as a policy that can influence 
one’s mental state.


Additionally, it can be deduced that the variables mentioned above are just triggers of the 
Syrian refugees’ previous fears and experienced traumas; thus, the issue does not lie solely 
in their inability to stay in the country. The conclusion is that these groups of people are 
afraid of losing their residency because they fear returning to Syria and enduring the same 
traumatic events they have been wanting to move on from and forget. Their will to stay in 
Denmark is rooted in their determination to secure their safety away from their unfortunate 
past. It is, however, essential to note that the findings and conclusions have their limitations, 
thus may not be representative of the whole Syrian population. Here are a few reasons: (1) 
the data was collected from secondary sources, which might have only shown the worst 
cases, (2) the influence of social environmental stressors varies from one individual to 
another because of differences in personalities and levels of social support, (3) every Syrian 
refugee was not affected by the announcement; in 2019, only 1,200 former residents of 
Damascus got their residency permits revoked although their whole population is 35,325, 
and (4) the SRRS framework used in the analysis has its limitations such as missing a lot of 
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other important social life events which can have an impact on an individual’s mental health; 
for instance, it only includes the death of a spouse and loved ones, but does not include 
(forced) separation from them as a social stressor. Therefore, it is recommended that the 
SRRS framework be developed to cover a broader range of social life events that apply 
regardless of one’s age, gender, or nationality.


Implications of the study


As mentioned in the introduction and the analysis, Denmark has been constantly changing 
its stance on refugees and asylum seekers depending on the will of the ruling leaders. Thus, 
as foreigners in the country who are subjects to the government’s legislations, it is inevitable 
that refugees must follow whatever rules are set which include having their residency in the 
country ending when they do not expect it to. For now, applying for court appeals may help 
them remedy the existing issue as they are allowed to do so to get a reconsideration of their 
residence permits. Furthermore, as the Danish authorities can be replaced, it is also possible 
that the previous government decisions be amended depending on the new leaders’ plans 
and perspectives. Though despite these facts, we recommend that any amendment to 
policies as such should only be applied to new applicants as continuously changing policies 
and applying them to everybody creates a big amount of uncertainty and chronic stress to 
any individual which is not helpful for maintaining sound mental health.


When it comes to the theory applied, the Social Stress Theory seems to be a good fit for 
analyzing groups of people which is what was done in this research. However, if the research 
allowed collection of primary data, a humanistic theoretical perspective could have been 
used to account how individual Syrian refugees cope with stress, hardships and overcome 
mental illnesses. A different perspective on this topic could also be conducted using a 
political lens as to why the Danish government declared Syria ‘safe’ despite the ongoing 
reality, or why they have been implementing such austere refugee policies in the country. 
The approach could still have been sociological but looking at other factors such as 
xenophobia and racism in the country.


Considering the existing scholarly studies, it is safe to state that, except for the use of a 
different approach and theory, there are similarities in our findings and that of the others. 
Furthermore, as we have not found any research focusing on the mental health of Syrian 
refugees in Denmark after the declaration of the Damascus region ‘safe’, this paper may be 
able to provide new knowledge to the academic community which can hopefully be 
beneficial for other researchers in the future. Finally, we conclude that Denmark’s 
declaration of Syria as ‘safe’, despite the ongoing reality, and the application of the amended 
Danish Alien’s Act of 2019 section 7.3, seem to be calculated moves to assist the 
government’s vision of having ‘zero’ asylums in Denmark since 2019. The announcement 
became a legal ground to revoke many Syrian refugees’ residence permits which is 
simultaneously an effective strategy to discourage future asylum seekers to apply in 
Denmark. This is something that can be further studied in a different research project.
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Competences in PPL

The following answers should reflect your experiences of PPL and project work.


1. In your own words please explain PPL


Problem-oriented project learning or PPL is an approach to studying where real-life problems act as the focal point for 
research. In this method, students identify existing issues that they deem important for developing a better 
understanding and wider perspective of the world’s realities. The emphasis of this learning starts with what the 
researchers suppose as valuable or critical matters that individuals encounter or experience that need solving, 
development, or different interpretations. In PPL, one must be able to utilize and integrate the interdisciplinarity of the 
various courses/subjects presented during the semester. Lastly, PPL promotes teamwork and collaboration between the 
group members and the supervisor/s and helps develop new knowledge useful to other future scholarly endeavors.


2. How have you worked with PPL in your project?


Since the semester started, we aimed to apply our learnings from the classroom to our group project – from the problem 
formulation to how we search for data, write, and work with and as a team. Firstly, we chose a real-life issue that needs 
addressing and we wanted to solve as a group. Then, we identified and developed the problem area which involved 
gathering information from a variety of trusted sources. We also searched for and collected relevant scholarly literature 
to facilitate our brainstorming process. Secondly, we decided on what concepts, theories, and methods to use for 
analyzing the collected information. We investigated the problem with the existing data and identified its underlying 
causes, existing or possible impacts, and potential solutions. The writing and research tasks were divided, but everything 
was discussed and agreed upon along the way. We always made sure that everybody in the group was on the same page 
and up to date with any new or edited information. As we dealt with the issue and discovered more about it, we 
adjusted the problem, its formulation, and design as we deemed fit for the data and findings we had. PPL served as a 
vital framework for us ensuring that we had a good grasp of the subject; that we were progressing and were on track 
with reaching the project’s objectives and the school deadlines.


Competences in project work


1. Working with others: What competences have you gained in your group work and how will you use these 
in future group work?


As this is our first project work at RUC, we mostly learned how to write an academic research paper while working and 
adjusting with our similarities and differences as groupmates. We realized how essential it is to not just know what to 
write, but also to ensure that everybody in the team is included and heard in every decision made. It was challenging to 
work with different personalities, learning styles, preferences, and work ethics in our group, yet we are confident to say 
that we did a good job in creating an inclusive and well-functioning team. We say ‘team’ not just ‘group’ because we 
collaborated, shared a bond, and we had common goals; one of which is to do our best and hopefully get a good grade 
for this project. Our team was able to: (1) learn how to use Teams more (a practical knowledge nowadays), (2) realized 
the importance of cooperating/communicating with our supervisor and team members regularly, (3) write a scholarly 
paper, (4) and manage/balance our personal and academic lives. Furthermore, we learned to prioritize what is the most 
necessary in relation to our goals, be patient, understand and communicate properly with the different people in our 
group.  We were also able to work with our individual competencies and utilize them for the benefit of the project. We 
learned to compromise, compensate for each other's shortcomings, and help each other out as a good functional team 
should.


2. What role did your supervisor have in your learning process?

We are very grateful to have Laust as our supervisor. He has been our greatest guide and inspiration to go on with our 
problem area. He has given us tips and a blueprint on what and how to properly write our project. He was always ready 
to answer our questions, give us insights, and provide detailed feedbacks to assist us in proceeding with every stage of 
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the process. Whenever we experienced some confusions or hit a plateau in our work, he made sure to give us an 
inspiring push so we can move forward as smoothly as possible. Laust never made us feel that we did not do enough. 
Instead, he emphasized our strengths and motivated us, always ensuring that we would do good. He was the light of our 
project.


3. Process evaluation: What have you learnt about project work in terms of the process and how will you use 
this in the future?


Firstly, we learned the importance of time management and teamwork; that we are a team, and we all need to have the 
same goals and priorities and should make them in line with our school deadlines. We learned to set aside differences 
and be on the same page, managing our schedules in association with our teammates. Furthermore, we managed to 
separate academic work and personal thoughts which helped us in accepting peer and supervisor feedbacks. Our team 
worked well without compromising the quality of the research we wanted to do and the special bond and friendship we 
have made outside of the project work. Additionally, we were able to hone our academic skills and social competencies 
as individuals and as a group while learning from each other. We realized that effective task designation is important and 
efficient but also critical. It needs constant and clear communication between the members of the group, as well as the 
dedication, engagement, and motivation of each team member and the supervisor; that even just having one member 
who does not participate can affect the result of the project. We aim to apply these learnings and realizations to all the 
other group projects in store for us in the future. Hopefully, we will still be able to manage with new groupmates and 
new tasks to solve.  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Feedback reflections


1. What types of feedback have you experienced this semester?


We received a lot of comments from our supervisor, and peers who had the opportunity to read our paper or were 
interested in the topic. Some were professional, straightforward, constructive, and helpful while others were objective, 
biased, and suggestive. Laust, our supervisor, gave us some positive feedbacks. For instance, he commended us for 
having written a lot for the midterm evaluation, and for doing well with the timing and the ideas we had during the 
process of writing the paper. We, of course, also received some constructive ones from him regarding how our problem 
area and thoughts were constructed which served as frameworks for us to improve the project. We have always been 
open to criticisms and asking for comments from our supervisor, and always discussed as a team how to apply them for 
the benefit of the project. Moreover, we always made sure to consider each other’s thoughts and insights while doing 
our tasks. We would tell each other whether we agree or not, compromised when needed, and wrote the entire paper 
with all our ideas combined.


2. Giving feedback: who have you given feedback to, and how did you make sure to give constructive 
feedback instead of critique?


We gave feedback to our opponent group, and some groups at the beginning of the BP1 class. Firstly, we read 
their writings individually, gathered all our comments, and discussed them within our group to have a collective 
thought. We filtered which among our evaluations were constructive and formulated a unified assessment and 
set of feedbacks to give to our assigned peer group. When giving the feedbacks, we always tried applying the 
‘sandwich style’ where would make sure to lessen the effect of the negative comments by starting and ending 
with the positive ones. We believe that this approach makes providing and receiving feedback less 
uncomfortable and more constructive.


3. Receiving feedback: who have given you feedback, and how have you used these in your project work?


We received feedbacks both from our peers and from Laust, our supervisor. Whenever they were given to us, we always 
started with reading them and discussing as a group what we think of and how we understand the comments. We 
filtered the feedbacks and identified the ones that were constructive and related to our subject and project goals. We 
then did our best to apply and integrate the constructive feedbacks to our project – rewriting several times to find the 
best way to construct our paper. However, in some instances, we rejected some constructive feedbacks after 
contemplating and deciding as a group that taking them in would compromise the project or redirect it away from where 
we want our paper to be. We realized that not all the time the person giving feedback understands our point which 
makes the comment invalid. In this case, we instead made sure that we expressed our points, ideas, and messages better 
and more clearly in the paper, so our readers would not be misled.


