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Abstract

Background: Migrants and refugees have important health needs and face inequalities in their health status.
Health care delivery to this patient group has become a challenging public health focus in high income countries.
This paper summarizes current knowledge on health care delivery to migrants and refugees in high-income
countries from multiple perspectives.

Methods: We performed a systematic literature review including primary source qualitative and quantitative studies
between 2000 and 2017. Articles were excluded if the study setting was in low- or middle-income countries or focused
on skilled migration. Quality assessment was done for qualitative and quantitative studies separately. Predefined
variables were extracted in a standardized form. Authors were approached to provide missing information.

Results: Of 185 identified articles, 35 were included in the final analysis. We identified three main topics of challenges
in health care delivery: communication, continuity of care and confidence. All but one study included at least one of
the three main topics and in 21/35 (60%) all three topics were mentioned. We further developed the 3C model and
elaborated the interrelatedness of the three topics. Additional topics identified showed that the specific regional
context with legal, financial, geographical and cultural aspects is important and further influences the 3C model.

Conclusions: The 3C model gives a simple and comprehensive, patient-centered summary of key challenges in health
care delivery for refugees and migrants. This concept is relevant to support clinicians in their day to day practice and in
guiding stakeholders in priority setting for refugee and migrant health policies.

Keywords: Asylum, Confidence, Continuity of care, Communication, Interpreter, Immigrant, Quality of care, Translator,
Refugee, Trust

Background
The number of migrants worldwide has risen by over
105 million, or by 69% since 1990 [1]. In 2017, an esti-
mated 68.5 million individuals were displaced globally,
including 25.4 million Refugees [2]. The health needs of
this increasing population of migrants and refugees are a
global challenge for health care systems. Access to high
quality health care is particularly important for these

individuals as they face unequal medical treatment
opportunities. Rising numbers of migrants and refugees
in host countries put migrant’s and refugee’s health on
the public health agenda [3].
The vision of the United Nations 2030 Sustainable

Development Goals is to leave no one behind and to
strive for peace and reduction of inequity [4]. For mi-
grants and refugees, ways to improve health care deliv-
ery are detailed by the World Health Organization
(WHO) which include the need for patient-centered and
intercultural approaches [5].
Even though the largest group of displaced individuals

and refugees are hosted in resource poor countries, the
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health needs of migrants and refugees need to be ad-
dressed in high income countries. As one strategy to im-
prove migrant health care delivery, the European Union
started an initiative called the “migrant-friendly hospital
project” in 2002. The approach focused on improving
interpreting services, providing migrant-friendly infor-
mation and training staff in cultural competence [6].
Based on the experience of this project the “Amsterdam
Declaration” identified the need for a comprehensive
training of health care providers to understand the spe-
cific requirements of migrants and refugees [7].
It is key to adequately train health care providers in

health care delivery to migrants and refugees. In this paper,
we review the literature on knowledge, perceptions and
attitudes of migrants, refugees and healthcare providers
regarding health care delivery in high-income countries.
We aim to develop a comprehensive, patient-centered
model summarizing the main challenges described.

Methods
A mixed method literature review was performed [8]
guided by the preferred reporting items for systematic
reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA [9]) and the mixed
methods research synthesis framework (MMRS [10]).
The systematic literature review was done using three
separate search strings for primary source qualitative
and quantitative studies published between 1 Jan 2000
and 31 Dec 2017.
First, the search included medical subject headings

(MeSH) terms (“delivery of health care” AND “health
services”) AND (“migrant*” OR MeSH term “refugees”)
in all databases of Web of Science (Clarivate Analytics)
including Web of Science Core Collection, Current Con-
tents Connect, Data Citation Index, MEDLINE, Russian
Science Citation Index, SciELO Citation index. Second,
the search term “health care delivery” AND “migrant*”
and third “health care delivery” AND “refugee*” were
used in the Web of Science Core Collection to allow for
a less restricted search. The two terms “migrant*” and
“refugee*” were used to allow for search results that were
as broad as possible including asylum seekers, resettle-
ment refugees, recognized refugees, undocumented refu-
gees and migrants. There was no language restriction.
Identified studies were excluded according to the follow-
ing criteria: a) study setting in low- or middle-income
countries, b) skilled migration, c) no focus on health
care delivery to migrants and/or refugees, d) migrants
for medical reasons, e) insufficient description of design
and methods. Inclusion and exclusion of studies were
discussed between JB and NR.
Quality assessment was done by JB and NR and

disagreements discussed until consensus was reached.
For cross-sectional studies a modified Newcastle-Ottawa
scale, as recommended by the Cochrane Collaboration

[11] was used and for qualitative studies the critical
appraisal check list for qualitative research from the
Oxford-based Critical Appraisal Skills Programme [12].
For the completeness of the review we also included
good practice reports and expert opinion articles.
As heterogeneity of the included studies was substantial,

a qualitative synthesis approach was chosen. A thematic
analysis was done for both qualitative and quantitative
data. (Additional file 1: Figure S1) [10]. Variables were ex-
tracted in a standardized form, including the following:
title, first author, publication date, setting, timeframe of
the study, described challenges (literal approach). If infor-
mation was unavailable, authors were contacted to provide
missing information. In a stepwise approach, the described
challenges were condensed into topics using a narrative
approach. Views of health workers and patients were
compared where necessary. The interrelation of the main
challenges was visualized in the final model.
The corresponding author had full access to all the

data in the study and had final responsibility for the
decision to submit for publication. There was no funding
source for this study.

Results
A total of 195 search results of 185 publications were
identified. Following screening and full text analysis 35
publications were included in the final assessment (Fig. 1)
. These comprised 12 cross-sectional studies, 17 qualita-
tive studies, 3 good practice studies and 3 expert opinion
articles. Most of the studies were from Australia, the US
and the UK, followed by studies on Europe. Characteris-
tics and the quality assessment of the included studies
are summarized in Tables 1, 2 and 3. The three main
topics discussed were: communication 29/35 (83%), con-
tinuity of care 28/35 (80%) and confidence 28/35 (80%).
All but one study (34/35, 97%) included at least one of
the three main topics and in 21/35 (60%) all three topics
were mentioned (Fig. 2). The interrelation of the main
categories was visualized in the 3 C Model (Fig. 3).
Further topics mentioned were: context, collaboration,
gender, holistic health care, social network and time.

Communication
Communication was the topic most commonly men-
tioned. Generally, communication is required for the un-
derstanding of the reason for the presentation of a
patient and allows to exchange information about symp-
toms, presumed diagnosis, diagnostic tests required,
treatment and Prognosis [46]. Speaking the same lan-
guage was mentioned as a gateway to health care [39].
Communication was reported to be challenging for

health care providers and patients alike [25]. Health care
workers stated that a different language was an obvious
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barrier and may lead to misunderstanding or lack of un-
derstanding [19, 25].
In a study including Mexican women in the United

States, Espinoza et al. described that communication
barriers resulted in reduced utilization of health services
[30]. In host countries not offering free language courses
to migrants and refugees, patients found it difficult to
improve their communication skills in the local language
[39]. If free language courses were available time was
required to learn a language to be able to explain health
problems appropriately as shown in a study including
Sudanese boys in the US [20]. Beyond basic communica-
tion skills were required to express feelings and beliefs
and particularly challenged patients with mental health
disorders [20].
Interpreter services therefore played a key role in med-

ical consultations [19, 45]. The availability of interpreters
was described as directly increasing adequate health ser-
vice provision and use among migrants and refugees.
This resulted in a decrease of social vulnerability [38, 40].
Different types of interpreter services including phone
or video interpreters, in-person professional or non-
professional interpreters were mentioned. Quality re-
garding the accuracy of the translation was considered
important by health care providers and patients. In a
qualitative study from Montreal, health care providers
preferred professional to non-professional interpreters.
They were considered to offer the advantages of know-
ledge of the health care system, specialized health
vocabulary and enabled them to fulfil their professional
responsibilities [23]. The absence of system flexibility to
allocate time for interpreter-mediated appointments
was described as problematic [27]. The consistent avail-
ability of a preferred professional interpreter enhanced

provider-patient communication and relationship [23, 44].
A briefing and debriefing before and after the consultation
with the health care provider was considered helpful to pre-
vent misunderstandings and help professional interpreters
to cope with challenging topics [41]. As opposed to health
care providers who were reluctant to use the patients´
family members or friends as interpreters, migrants and
refugees generally trusted them and appreciated their help
[13, 23]. Beyond transmission of information, the interpret-
ing individual was reported to influence relationships, judg-
ments and decisions [28].
According to Yelland et al. systematic assessment and

documentation of the need for an interpreter should be
included in the provision of migrant health care [43]. A
mismatch of patient and interpreter for gender, age,
dialect or ethno-cultural factors was considered challen-
ging, as specifically pointed out by a study on the access
to mental health facilities by young people with a
refugee-background in Australia [32]. Sometimes the use
of an interpreter was not only considered positive, as the
need for translation frustrated older migrants and refu-
gees who had been functioning independently in their
home countries .

Continuity of care
Continuity of care was the second most common topic
mentioned in the studies. Most important factors influ-
encing the continuity of care were: a) information and
education for migrants and refugees about the health
care system of the host country b) ease of access of
health facilities, c) integration of medical appointments
into the personal schedule of migrants and refugees and
d) collaboration of different institutions, ensuring min-
imal loss of health care information.

Fig. 1 Flow diagram showing the process of study selection (adapted from [11])
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Table 1 Characteristics of included studies. Descending order according to study type and study period

Study period Country
code

N
participants

Details and focus of the study C1 C2 C3 Other topics First author &
Reference

Cross-sectional studies

2012–2015 US 363 Acceptance of mental health services in
relation to age, gender, and country of origin

0 1 0 – Ballard-Kang
[13]

2013–2014 US 40 Refugees’ satisfaction with home health services visits 0 1 0 Home visits Miner [14]

2008–2014 IT 151,311 Access to preventive health in national health surveys
of Belgium, Italy, Malta, Portugal and Spain

0 0 0 Context Rosano [15]

2001–2013 US 370 Analysis on initiation of antenatal care for migrant
women who gave birth

1 1 1 Initiation visits Kentoffio [16]

2008 US 810 Use of preventive medicine by Somali patients
at US health facility

1 1 1 – Morrison [17]

2005 UK 1611 Questionnaire survey of patients at an accident
and emergency centre in London

1 1 0 – Hargreaves [18]

2004 NL 580 Mental health service uptake of Turkish/Moroccan
migrants and Dutch in NL

1 0 1 – Fassaert [19]

2002 US 304 Impact of health counselling and health services on
functional health outcomes of Sudanese youth
arrived by Unaccompanied Refugee Minors Program

1 1 0 – Geltman [20]

2001–2002 AU 199 East African children attending an immigrant health
clinic for the first time

1 1 1 – Cooke [21]

ns US 70 Trauma related psychiatric symptoms in Bosnian refugees 0 0 1 – Weine [22]

2011 CA 113 Language barriers in mental health; practitioners
self-report survey in Montreal

1 1 1 – Brisset [23]

2011 CA 41 Primary care practitioners performing modified Delphi
consensus process on innovative strategies improving
primary health care delivery to vulnerable populations

1 1 1 – Pottie [24]

Qualitative studies

2015–2016 CA 6 Interviews with health care providers about telemedicine
for migrant health care delivery

1 1 1 Telemedicine Sandre [25]

2012–2013 AU 64 Interviews/focus groups with Afghan parents who had
recently had a child and health professionals on quality of care

1 1 1 Time, legal
status

Yelland [26]
[27]

2012–2013 AU 16 Evaluation of Australian mental health services from the
perspective of young people with refugee background

1 1 1 – Valibhoi [28]

2012 US 39 Focus groups with refugees from Iraq, Eritrea, Somalia,
Bhutan on US health care

1 1 1 Context Worabo [29]

2012 US &
MX

33 Interviews on sexual health with indigenous women and
nurses in migrant-sending and migrant-receiving communities

1 1 1 Gender Espinoza [30]

2012 AU 87 Focus groups with mothers from refugee and migrant
backgrounds on maternal and child health services

1 1 1 – Riggs [31]

2010–2011 AU 115 Focus groups and key informant interviews with service
providers experienced in young refugee’s mental
health in Melbourne

1 1 1 – Colucci [32]``

2010–2011 CA 15 Interviews with young mental health patients, caregivers
and clinicians on quality of care

1 1 1 Collaboration Nadeau [33]

2009–2010 UK 16 Interviews with NGO workers at HIV clinic on access to
health services

0 1 0 – Whyte [34]

2010 US &
MX

15 Interviews with female patients and key informants
in Mexico and California on access to and quality
of sexual and reproductive health services

1 1 1 Context,
gender

Deeb-Sossa
[35]

2008–2009 UK 40 Interviews with adolescent refugees investigating
school as convenient location for mental health services

0 1 1 Stigma,
Collaboration

Fazel [36]

2005–2008 CA 47 Focus groups with Immigrants, refugees, non-status
patients living with HIV/AIDS

1 1 1 Social events Chen [37]

2005–2006 AU 34 Chinese mental health patients and providers on 1 0 1 – Blignault [38]
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Knowledge on the health care system of the host
country was considered integral to become health liter-
ate and to make the continuity of care possible. In case
such information was not provided, patients were more
likely to present to an emergency department [18, 29].
Several concepts such as general practitioners and pre-
ventive health may be new to migrants and refugees and
required careful explanation [29]. Unfamiliar with the
concept of prevention visits and systematic screening of
diseases, patients saw no reason to attend an appoint-
ment “when there [was] no health problem” [29].
An important factor limiting the continuity of care

was access to health care services. For example being lo-
cated in remote facilities may complicate the journey to
medical appointments [25]. Generally, refugees and mi-
grants may have no access to private transportation soon
after arrival and depend on public transport use, which
they found challenging [31]. After arrival, the process of
adjusting to a new culture is complex and stressful and
may stand in the way of attending health care appointments
[49]. Integration of health care visits into other appoint-
ments related to the asylum process or education enhanced
the continuity of care. For example, in a study from the UK
young adults preferred having their mental health service at
school so they could easily integrate treatment into their
class schedule [36].

Coordination between different health care providers
was reported as a further way to enhance attendance to
medical appointments and reduce health information loss
[32, 33, 37]. A clear guidance on why, where and when to
continue treatment was essential for the continuity of care
[37]. Community members, knowledgeable in the health
care system of the host country were described as import-
ant resources to bridge between refugees and migrants
and public services [32]. Ensuring regular attendance of
follow-up appointments may require holistic strategies in-
cluding home visits [14, 31], arranging transportation or
using reminder phone calls for appointments [44]. Models
allowing flexibility in the scheduling of consultations were
particularly welcomed by adolescent patients living in
Canada, allowing them to adapt the timing of their med-
ical appointments spontaneously [33].

Confidence
Confidence was the third most common topic men-
tioned. It consisted of two main parts: the development
of trust in someone or something and the ability to
control a situation [50–52]. Health care providers and
patients agreed that finding a common ground was
required to establish a trustful relationship and this was
a bilateral process requiring mutual education [45]. In a
study including migrant farm workers in the US, a

Table 1 Characteristics of included studies. Descending order according to study type and study period (Continued)

Study period Country
code

N
participants

Details and focus of the study C1 C2 C3 Other topics First author &
Reference

barriers to mental health care

2004–2006 AU 38 Focus groups and interviews with informants,
providing health services to Afghans

1 0 1 – Omeri [39]

ns US 28 Interviews with Slavic emigres and key informants
on chronic health conditions

1 1 1 Context Van Son [40]

ns UK 6 Interviews with Kurdish interpreters in UK 1 0 0 – Green [41]

ns US 20 Interviews with migrant farmworkers on health beliefs
regarding their children

1 1 1 Context Newton [42]

Good practice reports

2017 AU na Characteristics to be collected in medical records to
improve health care for migrants

1 0 0 Data
collection

Yelland [43]

1987–2016 AU na Individualized mental health clinic 1 1 1 Holistic
approach

Kaplan [44]

2010 AU na Narrative medicine in refugee mental health 1 1 1 – Benson [45]

Expert opinions

2016 CA na Description of migrant health care delivery in Canada 1 1 1 Context Rahman [46]

2009 IT na Expert analysis of reason for results of Swedish cohort
study on psychotropic substance use

0 1 1 – Nose [47]

2002 AU na Problems refugees face in accessing effective health care;
ways in which health services can respond

1 1 1 – Lamb [48]

TOTAL 29 28 28

AIDS: acquired immune deficiency syndrome; C1: Communication; C2: Continuity of Care; C3: Confidence; HIV: Human immunodeficiency virus; na; not applicable;
N: number
NGO: Non-governmental organisation

Brandenberger et al. BMC Public Health          (2019) 19:755 Page 5 of 11



respectful health care provider was described as a person
greeting by name, listening, engaging in conversation,
and allowing family members to stay with the patient
during procedures [42]. Respect shown by health care
providers was essential for migrants and refugees with
traumatic experiences [28, 45]. If the patient had been
tortured by health care providers or if they were part of
the persecuting regime, a lack of trust in institutions and
professionals, including hospitals and people in any kind
of uniform resulted [28, 45, 48]. One study described
that respectful treatment was the most important criteria

for migrants and refugees when choosing a health care
provider for their children [42]. In case no trustful rela-
tionship was established, patients used traditional medi-
cine and trusted “their own resources” from their
community for health related questions [40].
For migrants and refugees health literacy education

and training about the country’s health care system was
key [45]. Information about the new health care also
lead to familiarity and ultimately trust in the system.
Studies pointed out that trust in the new system and
concepts was needed to integrate them into own

Table 2 Quality assessment tool for cross sectional studies: Newcastle-Ottawa Scale (adapted from Modesti PA et al. [21])

First author &
reference

Selection Comparability Outcome Score

Representativeness
of the sample

Sample size
justified

Non-
respondents

Ascertainment of
exposure (max**)

Confounding
controlled (max**)

Outcome
assessment (max**)

Statistics Total

Ballard-Kang [13] * * * – * ** * 7/10

Miner [14] * * na ** na ** * 7/10

Rosano [15] * * – ** ** ** * 9/10

Kentoffio [16] * * na ** ** ** * 9/10

Morrison [17] * * na ** ** ** * 9/10

Hargreaves [18] * * * * ** * * 8/10

Fassaert [19] * * * ** ** * * 9/10

Geltman [20] * * * ** ** * * 9/10

Cooke [21] * – – ** na * – 4/10

Weine [22] – * – ** ** * * 7/10

Brisset [23] * * – ** – * * 6/10

Pottie [24] * * * ** na * * 7/10

Table 3 Quality assessment tool for qualitative studies according to CASP [11]

First author &
reference

Clear
aim

Method
appropriate

Study
design

Recruitment Data
collection

Relationship
researcher- participants

Ethics Rigorous
analysis

Findings Valuable
results

Score

Sandre [25] * * – * * – * * * * 8/10

Yelland [26] [27] * * * * * – * * * * 9/10

Valibhoi [28] * * * * * – * – * * 8/10

Worabo [29] * * * – * – * * * * 8/10

Espinoza [30] * * * * * – * – * * 8/10

Riggs [31] * * * * * – * * * * 9/10

Colucci [32] * * * * * – * – * * 8/10

Nadeau [33] * * * * * – * * * * 9/10

Whyte [34] * * – – – – – – * * 4/10

Deeb-Sossa [35] * * * * * – * * * * 9/10

Fazel [36] * * * * * – * * * * 9/10

Chen [37] * * * * * – * * * * 9/10

Blignault [38] * * * * * – * * * * 9/10

Omeri [39] * * * * * * * * * * 10/10

Van Son [40] * * * * * * * * * * 10/10

Green [41] * * * * – – * * * * 8/10

Newton [42] * * * * * * * – * * 9/10
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concepts. The inclusion of family members and friends
in health care decisions was further increasing a trustful
relationship and confidence [13, 22].
For health care providers education on the background

of refugees and migrants and development of intercultural
skills has been described as enhancing confidence in pa-
tients [22]. Intercultural trainings help to acknowledge the
culturally different roles of religion and spirituality and to
understand the potentially different importance of family
structure, relations and gender roles [46].
A trustful relationship was also required before pa-

tients disclosed delicate health needs. In one study, a
nurse reported that it took her one year to develop a
trusting relationship before the mother disclosed domes-
tic violence [31]. In another study a participant stated

that the real treatment was not medical but friendship:
“The healing power of love, humor and kindness should
not be ignored. It is rare for these elements to be added
to our evidence base, but for people who have suffered
dreadfully at the hands of our fellow human beings these
may be rare commodities” [45]. Previous experiences
influenced perception of health service delivery in the
host country. Positively associated similarities between
health care delivery in home and host countries im-
proved access to care and satisfaction [29, 30].
Besides the development of trust into someone or

something, the feeling of being in control was important
for confidence. To be able to control health care deci-
sions, understanding facts and applying own health
beliefs and priorities for decision making is required.
The ability to feel self-sufficient and being ahead of deci-
sions was described as particularly important in migrant
mental health [45]. Language barriers or interpreter re-
quirement impeded the feeling of control over health
care decisions [40]. In a study on maternal and child
health conducted in Melbourne, a Sudanese mother
needed three days to make an appointment by phone
due to a lack of confidence in her ability to manage
health care visits by phone, despite basic knowledge of
the local language [31]. In some cultures, the ability to
have control over health care is gender-dependent. In
two studies on Mexican migrants living in the United
States, male family members decided on women’s sexual
and reproductive health. These gender structures
affected women’s ability to choose and therefore control
their sexual health, despite official laws of the host coun-
try stating otherwise [30, 35]. Confidentiality by the
health care providers and interpreters regarding personal
information was also considered important for confi-
dence [30, 32]. Simple behavioral patterns of health
workers may help refugees and migrants to gain control

Fig. 2 Venn-Diagram depicting the main categories discussed in the
included studies. Of note only 34 studies are depicted as one study
included did not mention any of the three main categories

Fig. 3 The 3C model summarizing the results of the analytical assessment. The three main categories influencing health care service delivery in
refugees and migrants and are depicted, including their interrelation and the importance of a patient-centered perspective
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and feel confident. For migrant farmworkers in the US,
it was considered helpful if health care providers avoided
frequent questions about the legal status [42].
Other studies emphasized collaborative decision making

[32, 33]. On a structural level, confidence was improved if
migrants and refugees were empowered to take control
for example in planning and deciding about the right loca-
tion of health services for their communities [39].

Context challenges

Further to the three main topics, all studies
mentioned that health care delivery was embedded in
the regional context. Consequently communication,
continuity of care and confidence were influenced by
the specific context of the host countries. Main
factors determining the context were legal, financial,
geographical and cultural aspects specific to the host
countries, as illustrated in the extension of the 3C
model (Figure 4) [53].

First, legal aspects have a considerable influence in many
settings as shown by migrants and refugees views’ that citi-
zenship is a prerequisite to access health care [34, 37, 40].
Reciprocally, concerns about legal status affected their
health and wellbeing [28, 36, 39]. Second, cost and limited
finances deterred migrants and refugees from utilizing
health care services [37]. However in one study investigat-
ing the effect of near-universal health coverage for refugees
and migrants, they still showed an increased risk for
delayed prenatal care [16]. This underlines the importance
of other factors, like concerns about housing or family sep-
aration that kept refugees and migrants from seeking
health care [32, 47]. Third, geographical aspects are also
important as migrants and refugees living in rural areas
were challenged to access health facilities far away from
their housing [48].
Finally, the cultural aspect including intolerance of the

host communities towards migrants in general or reli-
gious beliefs posed important barriers, as shown in a
study including Afghan refugees in Australia [39].

Discussion
Communication, continuity of care and confidence were
identified as the three main factors influencing migrant
and refugee health care delivery in high income coun-
tries. The three categories are closely interrelated, and
reciprocal influence was frequently described (Fig. 3).
Communication has been recognized as the key starting
point allowing to build-up confidence between the
health care provider and the patient. This further en-
hanced continuity of care. Importantly, studies pointed
to the fact that the use of interpreters may be viewed
differently by health care workers and patients. Health

care workers preferred standardized settings including
professional interpreters as these are perceived to convey
information in the best way, whereas refugee and mi-
grant patients however felt that family members and
friends are convenient interpreters as they are trusted
persons. These examples show the complexity of and
delicate balance in the challenges in migrant and refugee
health care delivery within the 3C model. Flexibility is
therefore required for systems and health care workers
to permit more than standard solutions in order to allow
patient-centered care.

Comparision of views of health workers and patients
It is important that health care workers are aware of
discrepancies in their perceptions and those of the refu-
gee and migrant patients. Studies have shown that the
health workers´ critical self-reflection is a prerequisite
for good quality care and particularly important when
providers and patients are from different sociocultural
backgrounds [54]. Critical self-reflection enables health
care workers to discover dissimilar concepts, for ex-
ample in the migrants´ and refugees´ views of preventive
care. Interestingly, our systematic review showed that in
many instances the views of health care workers and
refugee and migrant patients were however similar in
many key aspects including the importance of confi-
dence and mutual learning.
The specific context of the host country largely deter-

mines the conditions, in which communication, continu-
ity of care and confidence can be provided. A recently
published qualitative literature review focuses on the
views of primary health care professionals on health care
delivery to asylum-seekers and refugees. The results
highlight the importance of the health system level and
the level of asylum and resettlement for the provision of
care [55]. Legal factors defined by international, regional
and national policies have a major impact on access to
health care. For example, non-EU migrants experienced
the largest gap in access to preventative health care
compared to the resident population or the EU migrants
[15]. As contributing factors, the lack of targeted health
policies focusing on the most vulnerable was identified.
Furthermore, in countries where the legal status directly
defines the extent by which health services are access-
ible, negative health implications for refugees and mi-
grants are the consequence [56]. Absence of continuous
financial coverage for health expenditures on refugees
and migrants also directly limited the continuity of care
provided [57]. Cooperation and coordination between
different stakeholders was considered important by a
systematic review assessing different health care models
for refugees [58]. A recent study described the lack of
standardization in health assessments, data collection and
health information regarding potential infectious diseases
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of migrants and refugees in Europe. This lowered the
health system performance and the preparedness for
epidemics [59].
A limitation with this study is that it deals with a het-

erogeneous group of migrants and refugees, similar to
the one described in detail by the UCL-Lancet Commis-
sion on Migration and Health [60]. We were able to
exclude studies on “skilled migrants” as this is a well-
defined group with clearly different predispositions and
different access to health care. We were unable to
analyze results separately for different specific situations
or groups of migrants, potentially neglecting significant
discrepancies between groups and local conditions.
However, this heterogeneity mirrors the reality in which
health care delivery to migrants and refugees takes place
and increases the likelihood that the 3C model is rele-
vant for the diversity of patient’s backgrounds and
settings. Another limitation is that the studies included
only refugees and migrants who attended official health
care services. Those not presenting to any health care
services or to unofficial services are not represented. In
addition, this review included only studies published
until December 2017. Therefore, the data and the model
will need to be reevaluated in the light of evidence pub-
lished after this date. We also acknowledge that delivery
of health care to refugees and migrants is complex,
involving a myriad of different aspects and stakeholders.
The reduction to a model including only three categories
may result in an oversimplification. It is important to
recognize that each category itself contains a large range
of aspects, for which we are unable to include an in-
depth discussion of each. In addition, some aspects may

be discussed under one category but equally influence
others. The condensation of the current evidence to the
three categories was done with methodological rigor and
based on current best research methodology including
the mixed methods research synthesis framework.

Conclusion
The 3C model summarizes the major challenges in
migrant health care delivery, namely communication,
continuity of care and confidence. We also found how
important the context is and identified four key factors
namely legal, financial, geographical and cultural chal-
lenges. The model gives a comprehensive, patient-
centered summary of important areas relevant to support
clinicians in their day-to-day practice, in training of health
care providers and to guide priority setting in migrant
health policies. Coordination and cooperation of stake-
holders, relevant to migrant health care delivery is needed
to ensure efficient action and to maximize the impact of
available human and financial resources.

Additional file

Additional file 1: Figure S1. Mixed methods research synthesis used
for this review (adapted from Heyvaert M et al. 9) (DOCX 20 kb)

Abbreviations
AIDS: Acquired immune deficiency syndrome; AU: Australia; CA: Canada;
HIV: Human Immunodeficiency Virus; IT: Italy; MMRS: Mixed methods
research synthesis framework; MX: Mexico; NGO: Non-governmental
Organisation; NL: Netherlands; PRISMA: Preferred reporting items for
systematic reviews and meta-analyses; UK: United Kingdom; US: United
States of America; WHO: World Health Organisation

Fig. 4 Extension of the 3C model, summarizing the main context challenges

Brandenberger et al. BMC Public Health          (2019) 19:755 Page 9 of 11

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-019-7049-x


Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Authors’ contributions
JB and NR conceived the review, coordinated the contributors and revised
drafts of the manuscript. JB selected the studies, designed and performed
the analysis, interpreted the findings, wrote the first draft, revised further
drafts and prepared the manuscript. TT and NR contributed to the design of
the analysis, the study selection, data extraction and data analysis. TT, KS and
BP revised drafts of the manuscript. All authors approved the final
manuscript. The corresponding author had full access to all the data in the
study and had final responsibility for the decision to submit for publication.

Authors’ information
All listed authors have approved the manuscript before submission,
including the names and order of authors. All authors received the
submission.

Funding
There was no funding source for this particular study. JB is a Research
Fellow, working in Migrant Health Research, receiving funding from the
Botnar Foundation.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analyzed during the current study are available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
We declare no competing interests. The authors alone are responsible for
the views summarized in this article and they do not necessarily represent
perspectives of the institutions with which they are affiliated.

Author details
1University Children’s Hospital Basel, Migrant Health Service, University of
Basel, Spitalstr.33, Basel, Postbox CH 4031, Switzerland. 2Swiss Tropical and
Public Health Institute, P.O. Box, CH-4002, Basel, Switzerland. 3University of
Basel, P.O. Box, CH-4003,, Basel, Switzerland. 4Paediatric Emergency
Department, Inselspital, University of Bern, Bern, Switzerland. 5Centre for
International Health, University of Bergen, Bergen, Norway. 6Department of
Social Sciences, Subject Area Cultural Anthropology, University of Basel, Basel,
Switzerland. 7University Children’s Hospital Basel, Pediatric Infectious Disease
and Vaccinology, University of Basel, Basel, Switzerland. 8Royal Children’s
Hospital Melbourne, Department of Pediatrics, University of Melbourne,
Parkville, Australia.

Received: 11 December 2018 Accepted: 27 May 2019

References
1. United Nations DoEaSA, Population Division: International Migration Report

2017. 2017, ST/ESA/SER.A/403.
2. UNHCR: global trends - forced displacement in 2017. In: UNHCR. 2017: 72.
3. The Lancet Public Health. No public health without migrant health. Lancet

Public Health. 2018;3(6):e259.
4. WHO: Transforming our world: the 2030 agenda for sustainable development.

In: World Health Assembly 2015; Geneva United Nations; 2015.
5. WHO. Promoting migrant health – striving for peace and decent life for all.

In: Promoting migrant health – striving for peace and decent life for all.
Geneva: WHO. p. 2017.

6. Promotion; WCCfHaH: project summary migrant-friendly hospital projects in.
Vienna, Austria: Ludwig Boltzmann Institute for the Sociology of Health and
Medicine; 2005.

7. project; Mfh: The Amsterdam declaration towards migrant-friendly hospitals
in an ethno-culturally diverse Europe. In: Hospitals in a culturally diverse
Europe" International conference on quality-assured health care and health

promotion for migrants and ethnic minorities. Amsterdam: European
Commission; 2004. http://ec.europa.eu/health/ph_projects/2002/promotion/
fp_promotion_2002_annex7_14_en.pdf.

8. Grant MJ, Booth A. A typology of reviews: an analysis of 14 review types
and associated methodologies. Health Inf Libr J. 2009;26(2):91–108.

9. Moher D, Liberati A, Tetzlaff J, Altman DG. The PG: preferred reporting items
for systematic reviews and meta-analyses: the PRISMA statement. PLoS Med.
2009;6(7):e1000097.

10. Heyvaert M, Maes B, Onghena P. Mixed methods research synthesis:
definition, framework, and potential. Qual Quant. 2013;47(2):659–76.

11. Green; JPHaS: Cochrane handbook for systematic reviews of interventions,
vol. 5.1.0: the Cochrane collaboration; 2011.

12. Critical appraisal check list for qualitative research [https://casp-uk.net/wp-
content/uploads/2018/01/CASP-Qualitative-Checklist-2018.pdf].

13. Ballard-Kang JL, Lawson TR, Evans J. Reaching out for help: an analysis of
the differences between refugees who accept and those who decline
community mental Health services. J Immigr Minor Health. 2017.

14. Miner SM, Liebel D, Wilde MH, Carroll JK, Zicari E, Chalupa S. Meeting the
needs of older adult refugee populations with home Health services. J
Transcult Nurs. 2017;28(2):128–36.

15. Rosano A, Dauvrin M, Buttigieg SC, Ronda E, Tafforeau J, Dias S. Migrant's access
to preventive health services in five EU countries. BMC Health Serv Res. 2017;17.

16. Kentoffio K, Berkowitz SA, Atlas SJ, Oo SA, Percac-Lima S. Use of maternal
health services: comparing refugee, immigrant and US-born populations.
Matern Child Health J. 2016;20(12):2494–501.

17. Morrison TB, Wieland ML, Cha SS, Rahman AS, Chaudhry R. Disparities in
preventive health services among Somali immigrants and refugees. J
Immigr Minor Health. 2012;14(6):968–74.

18. Hargreaves S, Friedland JS, Gothard P, Saxena S, Millington H, Eliahoo J, Le
Feuvre P, Holmes A. Impact on and use of health services by international
migrants: questionnaire survey of inner city London a&E attenders. BMC
Health Serv Res. 2006;6:153.

19. Fassaert T, de Wit MAS, Verhoeff AP, Tuinebreijer WC, Gorissen WHM,
Beekman ATF, Dekker J. Uptake of health services for common mental
disorders by first-generation Turkish and Moroccan migrants in the
Netherlands. BMC Public Health. 2009;9.

20. Geltman PL, Grant-Knight W, Ellis H, Landgraf JM. The "lost boys" of Sudan: use
of Health services and functional Health outcomes of unaccompanied refugee
minors resettled in the US. J Immigr Minor Health. 2008;10(5):389–96.

21. Cooke R, Murray S, Carapetis J, Rice J, Mulholland N, Skull S. Demographics
and utilisation of health services by paediatric refugees from East Africa:
implications for service planning and provision. Australian health review : a
publication of the Australian Hospital Association. 2004;27(2):40–5.

22. Weine SM, Razzano L, Brkic N, Ramic A, Miller K, Smajkic A, Bijedic Z,
Boskailo E, Mermelstein R, Pavkovic I. Profiling the trauma related symptoms
of Bosnian refugees who have not sought mental health services. J Nerv
Ment Dis. 2000;188(7):416–21.

23. Brisset C, Leanza Y, Rosenberg E, Vissandjee B, Kirmayer LJ, Muckle G,
Xenocostas S, Laforce H. Language barriers in mental Health care: a survey
of primary care practitioners. J Immigr Minor Health. 2014;16(6):1238–46.

24. Pottie K, Batista R, Mayhew M, Mota L, Grant K. Improving delivery of
primary care for vulnerable migrants Delphi consensus to prioritize
innovative practice strategies. Can Fam Physician. 2014;60(1):E32–40.

25. Sandre AR, Newbold KB. Telemedicine: bridging the gap between refugee Health
and Health services accessibility in Hamilton, Ontario. Refuge. 2016;32(3):108–18.

26. Yelland J, Riggs E, Szwarc J, Casey S, Duell-Piening P, Chesters D, Wahidi S,
Fouladi F, Brown S. Compromised communication: a qualitative study
exploring afghan families and health professionals' experience of interpreting
support in Australian maternity care. BMJ quality & safety. 2016;25(4):e1.

27. Yelland J, Riggs E, Wahidi S, Fouladi F, Casey S, Szwarc J, Duell-Piening P,
Chesters D, Brown S. How do Australian maternity and early childhood
health services identify and respond to the settlement experience and
social context of refugee background families? BMC pregnancy and
childbirth. 2014;14.

28. Valibhoy MC, Kaplan I, Szwarc J: “It comes down to just how human
someone can be”: a qualitative study with young people from refugee
backgrounds about their experiences of Australian mental health services.
Transcultural Psychiatry 2017, 54(1):23–45.

29. Worabo HJ, Hsueh KH, Yakimo R, Worabo E, Burgess PA, Farberman SM.
Understanding Refugees’ perceptions of Health Care in the United States.
JNP-Journal for Nurse Practitioners. 2016;12(7):487–94.

Brandenberger et al. BMC Public Health          (2019) 19:755 Page 10 of 11

http://ec.europa.eu/health/ph_projects/2002/promotion/fp_promotion_2002_annex7_14_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/health/ph_projects/2002/promotion/fp_promotion_2002_annex7_14_en.pdf
https://casp-uk.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/CASP-Qualitative-Checklist-2018.pdf
https://casp-uk.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/CASP-Qualitative-Checklist-2018.pdf


30. Espinoza R, Martinez I, Levin M, Rodriguez A, Chan T, Goldenberg S, Zuniga
ML. Cultural perceptions and negotiations surrounding sexual and
reproductive Health among migrant and non-migrant indigenous Mexican
women from Yucatan, Mexico. J Immigr Minor Health. 2014;16(3):356–64.

31. Riggs E, Davis E, Gibbs L, Block K, Szwarc J, Casey S, Duell-Piening P, Waters E.
Accessing maternal and child health services in Melbourne, Australia: reflections
from refugee families and service providers. BMC Health Serv Res. 2012;12.

32. Colucci E, Minas H, Szwarc J, Guerra C, Paxton G. In or out? Barriers and
facilitators to refugee-background young people accessing mental health
services. Transcultural Psychiatry. 2015;52(6):766–90.

33. Nadeau L, Jaimes A, Johnson-Lafleur J, Rousseau C. Perspectives of migrant
youth, parents and clinicians on community-based mental Health services:
negotiating safe pathways. J Child Fam Stud. 2017;26(7):1936–48.

34. Whyte J, Whyte MD, Hires K. A study of HIV positive undocumented African
migrants' access to health services in the UK. Aids Care-Psychological and
Socio-Medical Aspects of Aids/Hiv. 2015;27(6):703–5.

35. Deeb-Sossa N, Diaz Olavarrieta C, Juarez-Ramirez C, Garcia SG, Villalobos A.
Experiences of undocumented Mexican migrant women when accessing
sexual and reproductive health services in California, USA: a case study.
Cadernos De Saude Publica. 2013;29(5):981–91.

36. Fazel M, Garcia J, Stein A. The right location? Experiences of refugee
adolescents seen by school-based mental health services. Clinical Child
Psychology and Psychiatry. 2016;21(3):368–80.

37. Chen YYB, Li AT-W, Fung KP-L, Wong JP-H. Improving access to mental
Health Services for Racialized Immigrants, refugees, and non-status
people living with HIV/AIDS. J Health Care Poor Underserved. 2015;
26(2):505–18.

38. Blignault I, Ponzio V, Rong Y, Eisenbruch M. A qualitative study of barriers to
mental health services utilisation among migrants from mainland China in
south-East Sydney. Int J Soc Psychiatry. 2008;54(2):180–90.

39. Omeri A, Lennings C, Raymond L. Beyond asylum: implications for nursing
and health care delivery for afghan refugees in Australia. J Transcult Nurs.
2006;17(1):30–9.

40. Van Son CR, Gileff TY. Relying on what they know: older Slavic emigres
managing chronic Health conditions. Qual Health Res. 2013;23(12):1660–71.

41. Green H, Sperlinger D, Carswell K. Too close to home? Experiences of
Kurdish refugee interpreters working in UK mental health services. J Ment
Health. 2012;21(3):227–35.

42. Newton AM. The Health beliefs of migrant farmworker parents: an
ethnographic exploration. J Immigr Minor Health. 2016;18(3):582–8.

43. Yelland J, Riggs E, Szwarc J, Vanpraag D, Dawson W, Brown S: Improving
the ascertainment of refugee-background people in health datasets and
health services. Australian health review : a publication of the Australian
Hospital Association 2017.

44. Kaplan I, Stow HD, Szwarc J. Responding to the challenges of providing
mental Health services to refugees: an Australian case report. J Health Care
Poor Underserved. 2016;27(3):1159–70.

45. Benson J, Haris TA, Saaid B. The meaning and the story: reflecting on a
refugee's experiences of mental health services in Australia. Ment Health
Fam Med. 2010;7(1):3–8.

46. Rahman AA. Rising up to the challenge: strategies to improve Health care
delivery for resettled Syrian refugees in Canada. Univ Tor Med J. 2016;94(1):42–4.

47. Nose M, Turrini G, Barbui C. Access to mental health services and
psychotropic drug use in refugees and asylum seekers hosted in high-
income countries. Epidemiology and Psychiatric Sciences. 2015;24(5):379–81.

48. Lamb CF, Smith M. Problems refugees face when accessing health services.
New South Wales public health bulletin. 2002;13(7):161–3.

49. Davenport LA. Living with the choice: a grounded theory of Iraqi refugee
resettlement to the US. Issues in Mental Health Nursing. 2017;38(4):352–60.

50. Piotr C: Trust, Complexity and Control: Confidence in a Convergent World.
Chichester, West Sussex, England: Wiley; 2007.

51. dictionary; O: confidence. In. Edited by dictionary O; 2017.
52. Das TK, Teng B-S. Between trust and control: developing confidence in

partner cooperation in alliances. Acad Manag Rev. 1998;23(3):491–512.
53. Rosano A, Buttigieg S, Dauvrin M, Dias S, Ronda E, Tafforeau J. Access to

preventive health services of migrants in five EU countries. Eur J Pub Health.
2016;26.

54. Casillas A, Paroz S, Green AR, Wolff H, Weber O, Faucherre F, Ninane F,
Bodenmann P. Cultural competency of health-care providers in a Swiss
University hospital: self-assessed cross-cultural skillfulness in a cross-sectional
study. BMC medical education. 2014;14:19.

55. Robertshaw L, Dhesi S, Jones LL. Challenges and facilitators for health
professionals providing primary healthcare for refugees and asylum seekers
in high-income countries: a systematic review and thematic synthesis of
qualitative research. BMJ Open. 2017;7(8):e015981.

56. Razum O, Wenner J, Bozorgmehr K. When chance decides about access to
Health care: the case of refugees in Germany. Gesundheitswesen. 2016;
78(11):711–4.

57. Rink N, Muttalib F, Morantz G, Chase L, Cleveland J, Rousseau C, Li P. The
gap between coverage and care-what can Canadian paediatricians do
about access to health services for refugee claimant children? Paediatr Child
Health. 2017;22(8):430–7.

58. Joshi C, Russell G, Cheng IH, Kay M, Pottie K, Alston M, Smith M, Chan B,
Vasi S, Lo W, et al. A narrative synthesis of the impact of primary health care
delivery models for refugees in resettlement countries on access, quality
and coordination. Int J Equity Health. 2013;12.

59. Bozorgmehr K, Samuilova M, Petrova-Benedict R, Girardi E, Piselli P,
Kentikelenis A. Infectious disease health services for refugees and asylum
seekers during a time of crisis: a scoping study of six European Union
countries. Health Policy. 2018.

60. Abubakar I, Aldridge RW, Devakumar D, Orcutt M, Burns R, Barreto ML,
Dhavan P, Fouad FM, Groce N, Guo Y, et al. The UCL-Lancet Commission on
migration and Health: the health of a world on the move. Lancet (London,
England). 2018;392(10164):2606–54.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Brandenberger et al. BMC Public Health          (2019) 19:755 Page 11 of 11


	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Communication
	Continuity of care
	Confidence
	Context challenges

	Discussion
	Comparision of views of health workers and patients

	Conclusion
	Additional file
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Authors’ information
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

