MENTAL HEALTH AND ADJUSTMENT
ADVANCED EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING AND CULTURAL ADAPTATION GUIDE

Relocating to a new country is both an opportunity and a profound emotional transition.
Refugees often experience a wide range of feelings as they adjust to new environments,
expectations, and social systems. These emotions are normal and are widely recognized by
psychologists as part of the cultural adjustment process.

Cultural adjustment often includes:

[nitial excitement
Frustration
Homesickness
Adaptation
Integration

Understanding these stages helps refugees recognize that emotional ups and downs are
expected. Mental health support is available and encouraged, and seeking help is a sign of
strength — not weakness.

13.1Understanding Cultural Adjustment
The Emotional Journey of Resettlement

Researchers describe cultural adjustment — sometimes called “culture shock” — as the
emotional disorientation experienced when adapting to a new cultural environment.

(Wikipedia)
Many individuals experience stages such as:

« Honeymoon or excitement
« Frustration or negotiation
+ Adjustment

- Adaptation or integration (Participate L earning)

These stages may not occur in a strict order, and people may revisit them multiple times during
their integration journey.

Initial Excitement: The Arrival Phase

When refugees first arrive, many feel relief and optimism about safety, opportunity, and new
beginnings. This period is often characterized by curiosity and enthusiasm.
Examples include:

« Excitement about new opportunities
« Appreciation for safety and stability
« Strong motivation to succeed
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Comparison: South Africa vs United States Experience

Many South Africans arriving in the United States may initially feel that daily systems — such as
transportation, banking, or public services — function more predictably. While this can create a
positive first impression, it may also mask deeper emotional challenges that emerge later.

Frustration and Culture Shock
After the initial excitement fades, refugees may encounter practical challenges:

« Language barriers

+ Employment pressures

« Financial stress

« Cultural misunderstandings

This stage often includes anxiety or frustration. Researchers note that individuals may feel
sadness, anger, or isolation during this period. (International Student and Scholar Office)

Homesickness and comparisons with life in South Africa are common.
Homesickness and Emotional Adjustment

Homesickness is a natural response to separation from familiar people and environments.
Symptoms may include:

« Missing family or cultural traditions
« Feelingdisconnected from community
« Questioning the decision to relocate

Psychological research describes culture shock symptoms such as mood swings, irritability,
and withdrawal as normal responses to major life changes. (Wikipedia)

Adaptation: Building New Routines

Over time, refugees begin to develop routines that reduce stress:

« Understanding workplace expectations

« Building friendships

- Navigating daily systems confidently

This stage often involves learning to balance original cultural identity with new social norms.

Studies of immigrant mental health emphasize that successful adaptation improves emotional
well-being and resilience. (PMC)
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Integration: Feeling at Home

Integration occurs when refugees feel comfortable participating fully in American society
while maintaining their cultural identity.

« Indicators of integration may include:
+ Stable employment

« Strong community relationships

« Confidence in navigating institutions

This stage reflects long-term emotional stability and a sense of belonging.

13.2 Mental Health Challenges During Resettlement

Acculturative Stress

Migration often brings stress related to language, employment, discrimination, or uncertainty.
Researchers refer to these pressures as “acculturative stress,” which can increase risks of
anxiety or depression. (PMC)

Even highly resilient individuals may experience emotional strain during adjustment.
Barriers to Seeking Help

Studies show that immigrants frequently use mental health services less often than native-
born populations despite similar needs. Reasons include:

« Cultural stigma

« Lackof insurance

« Language barriers

« Limited knowledge about available services (PMC)

In some communities, emotional struggles may be viewed as private family matters rather than
issues addressed through counseling.

Comparison: South Africa vs United States Attitudes

South Africa United States

Counseling sometimes associated with crisis
situations

Preventive counseling widely accepted

Emotional support often provided by extended Professional therapy normalized

family
Mental health stigma may be strongerin Public awareness campaigns encourage
certain communities seeking help

Understanding these cultural differences helps refugees view counseling as a normal resource.
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Trauma and Resilience

Many refugees have experienced stress before migration, including displacement or
social upheaval. Research highlights that supportive services, counseling, and community
engagement can significantly improve emotional health after resettlement. (academicworks.

cuny.edu)

Organizations in the United States provide culturally sensitive mental health services to help
refugees rebuild stability.

13.3 Mental Health Services in the United States
Available Support Systems

Mental health services may include:

« Individual counseling

« Family therapy

« Support groups

« Trauma-informed care

Programs funded through refugee resettlement agencies often include behavioral health
screening and referrals.

For example, the U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants supports behavioral health
programs offering culturally tailored counseling services. (Wikipedia)

Community-Based Support

Many refugees rely on informal support networks such as:
« Faith communities

« Cultural associations

« Peergroups

Research shows that immigrants often seek help from family or religious leaders before
accessing formal therapy services. (PMC)

Combining community support with professional counseling can strengthen resilience.
When to Seek Counseling

Consider professional support if you experience:

« Persistent sadness or anxiety

« Difficulty sleeping

« Loss of motivation

« Feeling overwhelmed or isolated

Seeking help early can prevent small challenges from becoming larger problems.
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13.4 Practical Strategies for Healthy Adjustment
Building Routine and Stability

Establishing daily routines helps reduce stress. Examples include:

« Regqular sleep schedules

« Exercise or outdoor activities

« Social interaction with supportive peers

Creating structure supports emotional well-being during cultural adjustment.

Maintaining Cultural Identity

Successful integration does not require abandoning cultural identity. Many immigrants thrive
by combining traditions from their home country with new experiences in the United States.

Comparison: South Africa vs United States Cultural Identity

South African culture often emphasizes communal relationships and extended family support.
American culture may prioritize independence and individual responsibility. Balancing these
values can help refugees maintain emotional stability while adapting to new expectations.

Managing Expectations

Understanding that adjustment takes time reduces frustration. Cultural adaptation is a gradual
process rather than a single event. (Berkeley International Office)

Refugees should avoid comparing their progress to others, as emotional timelines vary widely.
13.5 Supporting Children and Families

Children may adapt faster than adults to new cultural environments, which can create family
tension. Parents may worry that children are losing cultural traditions, while children may feel
pressure to integrate quickly.

Family counseling or parenting workshops can help families navigate these changes together.
Key Differences Refugees Should Remember

« Emotional adjustment is normal and follows predictable stages.
« Mental health support is widely available in the United States.

« Seeking counseling is encouraged and culturally accepted.

« Social support networks play a critical role in resilience.

« Integrationinvolves balancing old and new cultural identities.

Conclusion
Mental health and emotional adjustment are essential parts of successful integration into

American society. Refugees often experience a journey that begins with excitement, moves
through frustration and homesickness, and ultimately leads to adaptation and integration.
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Recognizing these stages allows individuals and families to approach adjustment with patience
and self-compassion. Accessing counseling services, building supportive relationships, and
maintaining cultural identity all contribute to long-term well-being.

Adjustment is not a sign of weakness — it is a natural process of growth. By understanding
the emotional realities of resettlement and seeking support when needed, refugees can build
strong, healthy, and fulfilling lives in the United States.
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