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Outline of today’s 
talk 

u Setting the context: 
Background of the Refugee Crisis 
in Greece (2015 -

u Introduction of the Strengths 
for the Journey (SFJ) Resilience–
Building Intervention.

u Present the findings from the 
evaluation study - exploratory 
controlled trial.

u Discussion – Any questions 
comments, ideas and/or 
suggestions are very welcome J



Background
Since 2015
The refugee crisis hits its peak with 
more than one million refugees 
arriving by sea in Greek islands. 
Half are under the age of 18 years of 
age. 
2016

Implementation of the EU-Turkey 
deal.
The situation of the refugee people 

on Greek islands changes 
dramatically.

(UNHCR, 2018).



Children’s Mental Health in Lesvos
MSF (2018)

MSF (2018) reported that half of the children suffered from 
u panic attacks, anxiety and aggressive outbursts 

And nearly a quarter of them had self-harmed or had thoughts 
about committing suicide.
Also, an epidemiological study conducted in Moria Refugee Camp 
(Lesvos), found high levels of 
u psychosocial distress among refugees and 
u high rates of suicide attempts  (Hermans et al., 2017).





Children’s Mental health RISK 
FACTORS 
u Trauma 
u Prolonged exposure to violence, 

poverty, adverse living conditions 
in Greece (Anagnostopoulos, 2016)

u Limited access to education, 
u Poor health (Crisp, 2000; 

Silove,Ventevogel, & Rees, 2017)

u Increased psychological 
disturbance (Charlson et al., 2019)

u 80% of the refugee children still living 
in tents inside Greek camps (UNICEF, 
2018)



Research on refugee 
children’s mental health: 
Protective factors
In an extensive review of 44 studies conducted 
in high income hosting countries (N= 5776) 
regarding risk and protective factors among 
forcibly displaced children.
Protective Factors
u parental support and 
u self-reported support from friends and 
u positive school experiences were found 

to  have a positive impact on the child’s 
psychological functioning 

(Fazel, Reed, Panter-Brick and Stein, 2012)



Strengths for the Journey (SFJ)
Resilience–Building Intervention
(Foka & Serigianni, 2017)

(Focus on Protective Factors)

AIM
To cultivate positive sociopsychological 
resources (wellbeing, hope, self esteem, 
character strengths, positive emotions, sense of 
connectedness and togetherness) and reduce 
depressive symptoms 



Strengths for the Journey 
Resilience–Building 
Programme

u A structured, 6-day intervention, 
u A Manual in 4 languages (English, Greek, 

Farsi, Arabic)
u Delivered by non-specialists (who receive 

training)
u Population: 

u for forcibly displaced and “still in transit” 
children and adolescents living in refugee camps 

It was developed in direct response to needs 
highlighted by NGOs working in and children living 
in refugee camps in Lesvos
u For children and young people living in 

limited resources environments
https://www.qmul.ac.uk/sbcs/about-us/our-
departments/psychology/strengths-for-the-journey-
project/



6 THEMES

1. Self-Esteem
2.Positive Emotions
3.Hope
4.Character 

Strengths
5. Positive 

Relationships
6.Mindfulness



SFJ intervention
u Sessions are structured and include 

purposeful activities
u Sessions are open to mixed-gender 

groups varying in size
u 6 years to 17 youth, matched for 

age where possible
u A total of 6 2-hour sessions. 
u Each day’s content is built around a 

different positive psychology 
concept, such as character 
strengths, optimistic thinking and 
hope, and mindfulness. 

u Strengths-based Storytelling, 
Craft and Art-Based Therapy,, 
breathing/mindfulness exercises, 
Video-Based activities with each 
activity involving group work or 
discussion.



OUR GOAL 

The goal of SFJ was to improve psychological 
resilience and wellbeing by cultivating 
sociopsychological resources such as hopeful 
thinking, fostering a sense of togetherness and 
belonging, to enhance the experience and recall 
of positive emotions and future planning, 
identifying the child’s and group’s character 
strengths, and increasing self-esteem & 
mindfulness (Foka & Sergianni, 2017). 



The evaluation of the study -
We conducted an exploratory controlled trial study 
to evaluate the efficacy of the Strengths for the 
Journey resilience progranmme, delivered in the 
Greek refugee camps.

Foka, Hadfield, Mareschal, Pluess, 2020



Study design

u 72 participated in the research study, from 3 refugee camps in 
Lesvos island
u 7 to 14 year old ((Mage=10.76, 64.8% female) 
u Sample from: Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Lebanon, Kurdistan

u 2 Research Studies: 
u Quantitative and Qualitative Research from July 2017 to 

November 2017
u Types of data collected:

u Self Reports (Questionnaire) 
u Focus Groups (Follow up study - 3 months after the completion 

of the intervention)



Measures

u Wellbeing. We assessed wellbeing using the World Health Organisation 
- Well-Being Index (WHO-5, Bech, 2004)

u Optimism. Optimism was assessed using 4 items from the Youth Life 
Orientation Test (Ey et al., 2005)

u Self-esteem. Self-esteem was measured using one-item from the 
Lifespan Self-Esteem Scale (Harris et al., 2018)

u Depression. We used a 10-item version of the Center for 
Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale for Children (CES-DC, 
Roberts, Andrews, Lewinsohn, & Hops, 1990)
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Focus Group Interviews
The intervention was “a new and nice experience” which caused them 
to “smile together and [be] happy together.” 

u “I felt like there is a hope in the life and even though a lot of bad 
things happened, still there is hope in life. People will be with 
you, friends will be with you, so the hope, there is a hope in life.” 

u “you give us a lot of advice and give us more trust in ourselves 
and more power, more strength.”.

Participants identified working as a team, building social 
connections:

u “To be together, to talk together, to speak together about our 
stories, to share our stories and experiences. And to be happy 
together.” 

u “it’s unusual living here to work as a team, so that this is why it is 
such a new and nice experience.”



Since 2017

u We have trained 370 field workers 
and non specialists from NGOs, 
public schools and nurseries, to 
deliver the Strengths for the Journey 
Resilience–Building Programme. 

u Over 1700 war affected and still in 
transit children and adolescents have 
received the Strengths for the 
Journey Intervention.

u SFJ - Capacity Building Programme 
for Afghan and Syrian Young 
Refugees 



Example of an activity included in the 
intervention: SOAR SHORT FILM



Lesvos Solidarity 
NGO

Mosaik Learning 

Support Centre

Kara Tepe Refugee 
Camp 

Pikpa Refugee 
Camp

METAdrasi NGO



Thank you all for 
listening J

Discussion: Any questions 
comments, ideas or 
suggestions are very 
welcome J


