
Supporting Mental Health of 
Immigrant Students

Riikka Nurmi
Expert
MIELI Mental Health Finland



.fi

MIELI Mental Health Finland
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• Non Governmental Organisation (NGO) www.mieli.fi
• Est. 1897 – the world’s oldest mental health association 
• 150 employees

To promote mental health, to prevent problems, to reduce stigma towards
mental health problems

Promoting mental health by: 
1. Politics, policies, curricula
2. Mental health training and material for all age groups 0-100
3. Help and support; national crisis help line 24/7 and chat, crisis chat for 

young people, suicide prevention, support groups, crisis help for 
immigrants

4. Volunteer-based work and active citizenship

http://www.mieli.fi/


MIELI supports mental health of immigrants

Some examples: 
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Crisis
services (FI, 

SVE, EN, 
RUS, UKR)

Coaching for 
traumatised
immigrants

Self-care
website
”Oma 
mieli”

(FI, EN, AR)

Projects like
preventing

radicalisation
and well-being

groups for 
young adults

Association 
MIELI 

without
borders

Trainings and 
materials for 
professionals

and for 
immigrants

Project for 
Anti-

racism: 
peer

groups

Influencing
in national
integration

policies
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https://mieli.fi/en/materials/mental-health-
power-book/

https://mieli.fi/en/materials/childs-mind-
mental-health-promotion-in-early-childhood-
education-and-child-health-clinics/

You can download the books on MIELI website

https://mieli.fi/en/materials/mental-health-power-book/
https://mieli.fi/en/materials/mental-health-power-book/
https://mieli.fi/en/materials/childs-mind-mental-health-promotion-in-early-childhood-education-and-child-health-clinics/
https://mieli.fi/en/materials/childs-mind-mental-health-promotion-in-early-childhood-education-and-child-health-clinics/
https://mieli.fi/en/materials/childs-mind-mental-health-promotion-in-early-childhood-education-and-child-health-clinics/


Mental Health Promotion of Children and Young People

Knowledge and understanding of 
• mental health as a positive resource and skill that we can teach, learn, support and strengthen

• risk and protective factors of mental health

• different ways to strengthen mental health

• reducing stigma towards mental health problems

Skills and motivation
• to teach and strengthen mental health skills of children and young people

• to listen 

• to raise a concern 

• to find help and support 



Let’s learn to know each
other!

Please,

• greet us in the language of your 
choice,

• tell us your first name and

• tell us the town and the country of 
your working place!
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Content of the workshop

Promoting the mental health of immigrant students:

• Protective and risk factors, resources and challenges

• Me, us and others - a supportive community 

• The mental process of immigration and trauma background



Immigration and mental health

• The impact of immigration on mental health cannot simply be generalised as a 
cause of mental illness. 

• However, it can be said that immigration is a stressful and major life change. 

• Unmanageable prolonged stress can increase the risk of illness. The various permit 
processes are perceived as particularly stressful.

• Mental health disorders and problems are more common among asylum seekers 
and refugees than among other migrants or the native population. These include 
in particular post-traumatic stress disorder (around 9%) and severe depression 
(around 5%). 

Suvi Purhonen, MIELI Kriisikeskus 

MIELI ry



Young people of foreign origin are a heterogeneous group

Children and young people of foreign origin (13% in Finland) are not a homogeneous 
group. Within this group, there are significant differences in well-being between boys 
and girls, for example. 

Children and adolescents of foreign origin born abroad (4%) have the most difficult 
situation.

• A quarter experience moderate or severe anxiety.

• A third have experienced discriminatory bullying. 

• One in three boys and one in five girls are without a close friend.

• Around half of refugee children experience psychological symptoms.

School Health Survey 2021 ja Paloma Project 2018



Things that may challenge learning

• Developmental factors

• Lack of mastery of study skills

• Poor or no previous school history

• Poor Finnish language skills

• Learning difficulties

Source: Arvonen 2011; 

Helsingin diakonissalaitos 2014

• Family and social situation

• Integration and new things, such as 
different school culture and customs

• Health problems

• Trauma and other emotional stressors





How to strengthen these protecting factors of 
mental health?
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Emotional
safety

Inclusion
Mental health

skills
Supporting

identity

Dialogue and respect for individuality

A group
discussion
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Immigration as a life change

Moving to another country is always a big life change that changes many basic 
things: 

• Environment 

• Social relationships: experiences of loss

• Roles: in the family, at work and in society 

• Language: different linguistic development, for example within the family 

• Behaviours: one's own previous patterns of behaviour may no longer work

Experiences of failure trigger insecurity, sadness and disappointment, while 
successes reinforce a sense of empowerment, self-confidence and a belief in the 
future. 

Source: Suvi Purhonen, MIELI Crisis Center

Tell about your
experiences! 

Which life changes
have been stressful

/ enpowering for 
your immigrant

students? 
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The mental process of immigration 

Animation: Immigration
and Mental Health

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7DRx-3tUgRo&fbclid=IwAR0BQu_J-PQ5d9JAPSRiB9W02WX90zD5tg92ikVkkLsGD62NWrPvMWb1kD8
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Mental Process of Immigration

Honeymoon
a feeling of relief

gratitude
enthusiasm

Reaction
irritation, anger, 
powerlessness, 
tiredness, sleep 

problems, physical 
symptoms, etc.

Correction phase
grieving
homesickness
faith in the future

Reorientation
joys and sorrows of 

everyday life, serenity+

- Moving
to a new
country

Shock
disappointment
loneliness
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Lähde: Bremer L. & Haavikko A.: Ulkoisesti erilaisia, sisäisesti samanlaisia. 

Opas mielenterveystyöhön yli kulttuurirajojen. SMS-Tuotanto Oy 2009.
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A group exercise

Be free to make up a story!

• Please give a name to the main 
character.

• What does the main character want
from life? What do the different stages
feel like? What kind of expectations
does one face? Please add

• feelings

• thought bubbles and 

• speech bubbles! 

MIELI ry
Print the poster

https://mieli.fi/materiaalit-ja-koulutukset/materiaalit/millainen-on-sinun-tarinasi-nuorille/


MIELI ryPrint the poster

• Which stages do you recognise from your own life? 
What about the lives of your relatives or 
acquaintances?

• What do you think the different colors of the poster 
represent?

• What did you find strange when you first moved to a 
new place? What did you find funny at the time?

• What things disappointed you? What helped you 
when you were upset, anxious or in a bad mood? 
What did you do then?

• What helped you to make friends?
• How did your family support you in finding your 

story? 
• What things do you now appreciate about your 

family's customs and culture? What do you want to 
keep?

• What things do you value in the culture of your 
current environment? What do you want to adopt?

https://mieli.fi/materiaalit-ja-koulutukset/materiaalit/millainen-on-sinun-tarinasi-nuorille/


Me, us and them –
or just ”we”

MIELI ry



Bullying and loneliness

• Young people of foreign origin who were born abroad are more likely than other 
young people to live in an unsafe environment. They are more likely to experience 
repeated bullying and physical violence at school. 

• Around half have experienced discriminatory bullying. 

• One in five foreign-born boys and one in five foreign-born girls are without a close 
friend.

School Health Survey 
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What does it feel like to experience
racism?

22

Over time: 
depression, anxiety 
and post-traumatic 

stress disorder, 
difficulties in 
relationships.

Immediate 
symptoms: anxiety, 

stress, rapid 
heartbeat, 

sweating, nausea, 
confusion and 

shame.
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Thumbs up when you think you’ve got it under control! 

Our school recognises and admits that we have racism.

We have discussed how staff should treat students as complete equals and not as 
representatives of their ethnic background or a particular ethnic group.

Students are involved in developing practices that support equality and equity.

I know exactly what to do when I see or hear about racist bullying such as 
exclusion, name-calling or violence.

I am aware of my own micro-aggressions and try to avoid them..

Diversity is reflected in the examples I give in my teaching, 
such as the pictures and the stories I tell.
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Kiitos
Thank you!

Contact: riikka.nurmi@mieli.fi
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