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Abstract

Aim and Background: Migration and forced displacement are complex processes that involve not only
geographical relocation but also profound psychological, social, and identity-related transformations.

Methods and Materials: This paper presents a clinical reflection based on therapeutic work with Iranian and
Afghan migrants living in Germany. The observations were derived from individual and group psychotherapy
sessions that incorporated psychoanalytic perspectives, narrative therapy, trauma cards, and peer-based group
discussions.

Findings: There were recurrent experiences of loss, loneliness, uncertainty, identity disruption, and lack of sense
of belonging. Using a theoretical framework that involves Salman Akhtar’s understanding of mourning in
connection to migration, Winnicott’s concept of the holding environment, and principles of narrative therapy, it
can be argued that the creation of safe spaces in which individuals can engage in storytelling can aid in the
process of identity reconstruction, making sense of their experiences, and post-traumatic growth. It should be
noted that there were certain gender-based patterns that emerged in relation to the described issues. Men tended
to have difficulties because of the cultural emphasis on strength, whereas women tended to focus on caregiving,
violence, and the role of relationships.

Conclusions: The results indicate the potential benefits of the application of various narrative techniques, peer
witnessing, and psychologically safe treatment environment. It should be emphasised that distress related to
migration is associated with loss, identity transformation, and lack of belonging.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The desire to migrate usually emanates from hopes for safety, freedom, opportunities, and growth. Yet
the migration process can include moments of loss, dislocation, uncertainty, culture shock, and
psychological disturbance. Most migrants and refugees struggle with issues of learning new languages,
loneliness, family fragmentation, discrimination, insecurity about their residency, and access to health
and mental health care. Not only are migrants exposed to a number of potentially traumatic events
prior to or during their journeys, but the very experience of migration can be considered a source of
psychological trauma involving elements of grief, disorientation, and loss of sense of belonging. In
light of psychoanalytic theory regarding migration and loss, narrative theory for identity
reconstruction, and theories of therapeutic safety, the objective of this paper is to discuss some of our
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clinical experiences while working with Iranian and Afghan migrants and refugees in Germany, as
well as how narrative interventions, trauma symbol cards, peer-group work, and therapeutic reflection
spaces could help process emotions and foster post-traumatic growth.

Method

This article presents a qualitative practice-based reflection derived from the author’s professional
experience as a psychologist and psychotherapist working with Persian-speaking migrants and
refugees in Germany. The paper is based on recurring themes, clinical observations, therapeutic
encounters, and narratives that emerged during individual and group psychotherapy sessions.
Therapeutic interventions integrated concepts from psychoanalytic theory, narrative therapy,
mindfulness-informed practices, symbolic reality techniques, and Winnicott’s concept of the holding
environment. Metaphoric trauma cards were used to facilitate symbolic expression, externalisation of
distressing experiences, and the creation of a safe distance from traumatic memories. In group
sessions, participants initially worked in peer dyads, sharing migration experiences with one another
before discussing broader themes within the larger group. This structure encouraged emotional safety,
mutual recognition, and collective reflection.

Findings

A number of themes have emerged throughout therapeutic sessions. The first theme has been
experiences of loss and separation such as loss of homeland, language, relations with family members
and other people, professional identity, and familiarity with the culture in which one lived prior to
migration. The second theme relates to postmigration stress related to issues such as legal
uncertainties, bureaucracy, linguistic barriers, discrimination, poverty, and health service access
difficulties. The third theme is linked to identity reconfiguration as individuals felt themselves caught
between their home and adopted cultures while struggling to incorporate various parts of their identity.
The symbolic trauma cards allowed the participants to express their experiences symbolically through
metaphors and images, which helped them to express emotions without being too exposed to their
traumatising memories. Narrative interventions allowed the participants to externalise the problem,
make meaning out of their personal experiences, and tell their stories of how they have survived.
Discussions helped participants to build social connections and normalise their emotions. Gender
issues came up in this process. The men mostly mentioned pressure from cultural norms of
masculinity that discouraged emotional release. On the other hand, the women mostly talked about
sacrifices made on their behalf for the good of the family. For both genders, the participants discussed
issues of making meaning, growing stronger, personal transformation, and identity development.
Discussion and Conclusion

The experience of trauma among migrants reported in this article goes well beyond single incidents of
trauma, extending into feelings of grief, alienation, and identity transformation. It is thought that the
integration of narrative-based therapy, the use of symbols, support networks among peers, and a
therapeutic environment conducive to relations will not only assist migrants and refugees in coping
with their traumatising experiences but also promote empowerment, self-reflection, and connections
with others. This aligns with psychoanalytic concepts of mourning and adaptation, which indicate that
it is crucial to allow for grief experiences and reconstruction of one's story in order to facilitate
psychological adaptation after the experience of migration. Additionally, the results emphasize the
possibility for growth following trauma.
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