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the Health Evidence network
HEN – the Health Evidence Network – is an information service for public health decision-makers 
in the WHO European Region, initiated and coordinated by the WHO Regional Office for Europe. 
It constitutes a single point of access to the best available public health evidence and information. 

HEn provides: 

•	 responses to support the decision-making process: up-to-date summaries highlight what is 
known, indicate gaps in evidence and information, and underscore key areas of debate, including 
trends and policy options; 

•	 easy access to evidence and information from a number of websites, databases, documents and 
networks of experts: these resources are carefully selected and their focus and content described. 

Evidence in HEN includes findings from research and other important information relevant to 
decision-makers in public health. Research findings include, for example, the results of randomized 
controlled trials and systematic reviews. Other important information comes from case studies, 
reports, experiences and observational studies. HEN interprets the evidence in light of its context, 
taking into account that what works in one country may or may not work in another. 

HEN commissions experts to research and write responses to questions selected among those 
received from decision-makers throughout the WHO European Region. The responses are evidence 
based, peer reviewed and periodically updated. HEN works in collaboration with agencies and 
organizations across the European Region, including the European Commission, and throughout 
the United Nations system.

HEn and the wHo Public Health aspects of Migration in Europe project

At the fifth meeting of the WHO European Advisory Committee on Health Research (EACHR) 
which took place on 7–8 July 2014, EACHR agreed to form a subcommittee on migration and 
health to review the Public Health Aspects of Migration in Europe (PHAME) strategic framework. 
EACHR recommended that the Secretariat commission three HEN synthesis reports tackling 
the challenges of three distinct migration groups: undocumented migrants, labour migrants, 
and refugees and asylum seekers.

This HEN synthesis report is therefore the result of a cross-divisional effort in the Regional Office 
between the PHAME project of the Division of Policy and Governance for Health and Well-being 
and the Evidence and Information for Policy-making unit of the Division of Information, Evidence, 
Research and Innovation.  
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abstract

Refugees and asylum seekers are defined in many ways but can be considered as those who did not 
make a voluntary choice to leave their country of origin and cannot return home in safety. Outcome 
data are limited and mostly focused on perinatal and mental health but do suggest significant levels of 
unmet need. This scoping review considered 72 studies where refugees and asylum seekers formed part 
or all of the population studied. Access to appropriate health care across the WHO European Region 
is very varied and is overwhelmingly shaped by legal frameworks and the regulation of the migration 
process. The need for improved communication with asylum seekers and coordinated action between 
agencies within and beyond the medical system is widely noted. Improved data to support intersectoral 
working to address the health care needs of asylum seekers and refugees are imperative.

keywords
DELIVERY OF HEALTH CARE, EVIDENCE-BASED HEALTH CARE, HEALTH POLICY, REFUGEES, 
SOCIOECONOMIC FACTORS

suggested citation
Bradby H, Humphris R, Newall D, Phillimore J. Public health aspects of migrant health: a review of the 
evidence on health status for refugees and asylum seekers in the European Region. Copenhagen: WHO 
Regional Office for Europe; 2015 (Health Evidence Network synthesis report 44).

Address requests about publications of the WHO Regional Office for Europe to:
 Publications
 WHO Regional Office for Europe
 UN City, Marmorvej 51
 DK-2100 Copenhagen Ø, Denmark
Alternatively, complete an online request form for documentation, health information, or for 
permission to quote or translate, on the Regional Office website (http://www.euro.who.int/
pubrequest).

ISSN 2227-4316 
ISBN 978 92 890 5110 1

© world Health organization 2015
All rights reserved. The Regional Office for Europe of the World Health Organization welcomes requests 
for permission to reproduce or translate its publications, in part or in full.

The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the 
expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the World Health Organization concerning the 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of 
its frontiers or boundaries. Dotted lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which there 
may not yet be full agreement.

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they 
are endorsed or recommended by the World Health Organization in preference to others of a similar 
nature that are not mentioned. Errors and omissions excepted, the names of proprietary products are 
distinguished by initial capital letters.

All reasonable precautions have been taken by the World Health Organization to verify the information 
contained in this publication. However, the published material is being distributed without warranty 
of any kind, either express or implied. The responsibility for the interpretation and use of the material 
lies with the reader. In no event shall the World Health Organization be liable for damages arising 
from its use. The views expressed by authors, editors, or expert groups do not necessarily represent 
the decisions or the stated policy of the World Health Organization.

http://www.euro.who.int/pubrequest
http://www.euro.who.int/pubrequest


iii

contEnts

abbreviations ........................................................................................................... iv

contributors ...............................................................................................................v

Foreword .................................................................................................................. vii

summary ....................................................................................................................ix

1. introduction  ........................................................................................................... 1
1.1. Background ..........................................................................................................................1
1.2. Methodology .....................................................................................................................4

2. Results .................................................................................................................... 6
2.1. Health status ......................................................................................................................6
2.2. Access to health care .................................................................................................... 7
2.3. Barriers of communication, language and culture ...................................... 11

3. discussion ............................................................................................................. 13
3.1. Strengths and limitations of the review ............................................................ 13
3.2. Access to care and health status .......................................................................... 13
3.3. Policy options and implications ........................................................................... 15

4. conclusions .......................................................................................................... 18

References................................................................................................................. 19

annex 1.  search strategy ........................................................................................27

annex 2.  definitions of refugees, asylum seekers and migrants  
in the literature ........................................................................................29



PUBLIC HEALTH ASPECTS OF MIGRANT HEALTH: A REVIEW OF 
THE EVIDENCE ON HEALTH STATUS FOR REFUGEES AND 
ASYLUM SEEKERS IN THE EUROPEAN REGION

HEaltH EvidEncE 
nEtwoRk syntHEsis 

REPoRt

iv

abbREviations

CIS  Commonwealth of Independent States

EU  European Union 

HEN  Health Evidence Network

NGO     nongovernmental organization

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
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