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El estrés parental en los procesos migratorios internacionales: una meta-sintesis
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ABSTRACT

This qualitative meta-synthesis seeks to analyze scientific articles that address the parental stress of those who
experienced international migration processes with their children. Seven databases were accessed—Scopus,
Web of Science, Psycinfo, VHL Portal, MEDLINE/CINAHL, EMBASE, and Cochrane Library—,
considering the years of publication (2012-2024). Firstly, 2931 documents were found, of which only 24
articles were analyzed according to their objectives, methodological aspects, and main results. The critical
assessment of the studies indicates high methodological quality. The parental stress results show that low
socioeconomic conditions and cultural disparities of migrant parents tend to increase feelings of parental
stress. Social support was referred to as a protective factor against parental stress, while ethnic and religious
issues were reported as possible and effective coping mechanisms. Culturally sensitive public policies are
essential to mitigate parental stress.

Keywords: 1. parental stress, 2. qualitative meta-synthesis, 3. family migration, 4. protective factors, 5. child
migration.

RESUMEN

Esta meta-sintesis cualitativa busca analizar articulos cientificos donde se aborda el estrés parental de
quienes experimentaron procesos de migracion internacional con sus hijos. Se accedi6 a siete bases de datos
—Scopus, Web of Science, PsycInfo, BVS Portal, MEDLINE/CINAHL, EMBASE y Cochrane Library—,
considerando el afio de la publicacion (2012-2024), y se encontraron 2931 documentos, de los cuales solo
24 fueron analizados segun sus objetivos, aspectos metodolégicos y principales resultados. La valoracion
critica de los articulos indica una alta calidad metodolégica. Los resultados muestran que las condiciones
socioeconomicas bajas y las disparidades culturales de los padres inmigrantes tienden a aumentar los
sentimientos de tension fisica o emocional. El apoyo social se menciona como un factor protector contra el
estrés parental, mientras que los aspectos €tnicos y religiosos se reportan como mecanismos posibles y
efectivos de afrontamiento. Las politicas publicas culturalmente sensibles son esenciales para mitigar el
estrés parental.

Palabras clave: 1. estrés parental, 2. meta-sintesis cualitativa, 3. migracion familiar, 4. factores protectores,
5. migracion infantil.
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INTRODUCTION

International migration has been intensely increasing in recent decades. The International Organization
for Migration (IOM), leading intergovernmental organization in the field of migration, published an
official report indicating that the number of people in all categories of migratory processes had reached
of 281 million in 2020, 3.6% of the global population (McAuliffe & Triandafyllidou, 2021).

There are many categories to characterize and distinguish people who were displaced to other
countries or territories: migrants, immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers, among others (Santinho,
2016). In this paper, the term “migrant” is chosen to refer to any person in an international migratory
process. Even though this concept is not defined by international law, it is considered a generalist
definition that covers the eminent fluidity of international displacements (McAuliffe &
Triandafyllidou, 2021). Additionally, it embraces the legal conditions of refugee or asylum seekers
status (Cogo & Badet, 2013).

Moving to another country or territory is considered a total phenomenon as it affects all the
existential dimensions of people: political, economic, health, psychological, social, and religious
(Sayad, 1998). Thus, international migratory processes can inflict several multifactorial vulnerabilities
on migrant populations, mainly in cases of forced displacement, due to several human rights violations
(Granada et al., 2017). From the very beginning of the geographic mobility process, people can suffer
from stressful factors, such as physical and psychological violence, extortion, human trafficking, and
insecurities related to the host country’s public policies. When migrants arrive in a new country or
territory, they also frequently face low socioeconomic conditions, lack of social support, cultural
inadaptation, linguistic barriers, and other types of marginalization (Prado & Araujo, 2019).

The migration process for parents with children is particularly challenging, mainly because
childcare implies specific and potentially stressful demands (Arakelyan & Ager, 2020; Unver et al.,
2021). In this context, the concept of parental stress helps to understand the dynamics and difficulties
faced by parents who experienced international migration processes with their children. It is
conceptualized as the stress arising from situations related to parenting, particularly those related to
how much they feel capable of fulfilling their parental role to address their children’s needs (Lee &
Jeon, 2021). This is also an important marker that is related to other psychological health conditions
that arise from stressful events, such as migration conditions (Murphy et al., 2017; Ponguta et al.,
2020). Moreover, parents’ beliefs and values are determinants in parenting practices, which means that
the stress experienced in the context of parenting can influence the way parents perceive and act upon
their role in rearing children, and may get in conflict with cultural values present in their new allocation
(Abidin, 1992).

Currently, instruments adapted and validated in different cultures have been used to assess levels
of the quantitative parental stress construct (Louie et al., 2017). In cases of forced displaced people,
the available evidence indicates that high levels of parental stress are related to an increase of anxiety,
depression, PTSD, feelings of isolation and ineffectiveness in the parenting role, difficulty adapting to
the new country, and greater family conflicts (Murphy et al., 2017). Additionally, high levels of
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parental stress are more common in families with low socioeconomic status and low social support
(Eltanamly et al., 2021).

The quantitative data about parental stress in the same context has already been analyzed (Conte
Gil etal, 2023). In that systematic review, 21 articles were included (English, Spanish, and
Portuguese) published between 2012 and 2021 that investigated quantitatively the relationship between
parental stress and other variables, such as social support, acculturative orientations, parent-child
relationship, and the mental health of caregivers. The results of that systematic review mainly showed
the importance of social support in the host country for families in an international migration process.
Furthermore, studies involving interventions presented an important reduction in parental stress and
an increase in the social well-being of families who participated in the intervention programs. In this
context, social support and welcoming actions for families show the most promising mechanism for
reducing parental stress associated with migration (Conte Gil et al., 2023).

However, parental stress is a broad concept that affects families of the most different kinds and
contexts, which may be difficult to comprehend solely through quantitative approaches (Brito & Faro,
2016). To better understand these phenomena, it is important to develop studies that assess not only
the stressors quantitatively but also the way parents and caregivers experience and perceive parental
stress (Lim & Ogawa, 2014). In particular, the phenomenon of immigration, especially involving
families with children, is extremely complex and multifactorial.

Therefore, understanding the particularities of the phenomenon involving ethnic, racial, socio-
economic, and religious aspects is fundamental when considering reception strategies for the migrant
population (Granada et al., 2017). Accordingly, qualitative studies that focus on subjective processes
and experiences are essential to address the lack of this kind of evidence in the field. It is understood
that qualitative studies can provide more in-depth and detailed data on these demands, mainly to
contribute to the understanding of the current scenario and the development of broad public policies.

The growing movement of qualitative research has been gaining strength (Levitt et al., 2020),
especially in the field of mental health. These qualitative publications require a comprehensive
understanding of their findings, so a meta-synthesis approach is a way to systematize and integrate
these qualitative findings (Lachal et al., 2017). It also offers valuable contributions by bringing together
in-depth information about participants’ experiences and perspectives, while indicating possible gaps
and relevant evidence for the implementation of assertive and relevant public policies (Tong et al.,
2012). Considering the above, this meta-synthesis aims to analyze articles with a qualitative focus
(2012-2024) on the parental stress of those who experienced international migration processes with
their children.

METHODOLOGY

This meta-synthesis followed the systematic recommendations proposed by two different
protocols: the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses — PRISMA
(Page et al., 2021) for selection and inclusion of the studies, and Lachal et al. (2017) guidelines
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for analysis and synthesis of the reported findings. Searches were carried out in seven international
databases: Scopus, Web of Science, PsycInfo, VHL Portal, MEDLINE/CINAHL, EMBASE, and
Cochrane Library, using the following descriptors in English: [migra* and parental stress],
[immigra* and parental stress], and [refug* and parental stress].

The search was limited to articles published in English, Spanish, and Portuguese from 2012 to
October 2024. The first draft of this meta-synthesis was completed in 2022, which included papers
from 2012 to 2021. The reason for the selection of this period was to cover the ten-year publication
of the articles on the subject, which is a criterion commonly used in review articles. However,
from an update of the paper, the years 2022, 2023, and 2024 (until October) were included to cover
all available literature previous to the publication of this manuscript.

The articles included in this review met the following criteria: /) focused on parents’ stress of
those who experienced migration processes with their children; 2) empirical qualitative studies;
and 3) made explicit the international migration context of the participants. In the Selection stage,
articles were categorized through the Rayyan software. After excluding duplicates, the first and
second authors of the present article read the titles and abstracts and made an initial selection of
articles based on the inclusion criteria. Disagreements among decisions were solved by a third
author (Leclerc et al., 2014). In the Eligibility stage, the articles were fully read and included for
analysis, considering the same criteria previously described.

Initially, 2931 documents were found. After the steps taken, 24 articles were included for
analysis. The details of this process, considering the stages of Identification, Selection, Eligibility,
and Inclusion are available in Figure 1.

After the Inclusion stage, three authors evaluated each article independently. Firstly, the quality
of the articles was assessed based on the criteria of the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme
(CASP) for meta-synthesis (Lachal et al., 2017). Secondly, the articles were analyzed according
to their objectives, methodological aspects, and main results regarding parental stress.
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Figure 1. Flowchart of the Inclusion of Articles
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- did not approach/discuss Parental Stress qualitatively (n=822)
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Exclusions (n=14):
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- were not articles (n=3)
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- did not approach/discuss Parental Stress qualitatively (n=8)

ARTICLES INCLUDED FOR ANALYSIS
(n=24)

INCLUSION

Source: Own elaboration.

Critical Appraisal of the Articles

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the evaluation of the quality of the 24 studies included in this meta-synthesis,
according to the CASP (Lachal etal. (2017). Considering the 10 recommended criteria, each
criterion was classified on a three-point score scale: Totally met = 2; Partially met = 1; and Not
met = 0. The categories range from Very Low: 0-5 score, to Low: 6-10 and Moderate: 11-15,

concluding with High: 16-20.

The overall scores went from 10 to 20. Most studies (n=19) had High quality, while four were
Moderate, and only one was Low. The most “Not met” or “Partially met” criteria were given to
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the studies that adequately considered the relationship between researcher and participants
(criterion 6) and those where ethical issues were taken into consideration (criterion 7).
Table 1. Critical Appraisal of the Articles
Critical Appraisal Skills Program
Authors (CASP)

(Year) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total Quality
1. Ko & Kim (2024) 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 18 High
2. McKimmy et al. (2024) 2 1 2 2 2 0 0 2 1 2 14 Moderate
3. Taylor et al. (2024) 2 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 17 High
4. Vaillancourt et al. (2024) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 19 High
5. Fong et al. (2023) 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 17 High
6. Sim et al. (2023) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 High
7. Sousa et al. (2023) 2 2 2 2 2 0 1 2 2 2 17 High
8. Gonzalez-Falcon et al. (2022) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 High
9. Lindén et al. (2022) 2 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 19 High
10. Luo et al. (2022) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 High
11. Mwanri et al. (2022) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 High
12. Eltanamly et al. (2021) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 High
13. Arenliu et al. (2020) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 High
14. Kim (2019) 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 15 Moderate
15. Mitchell et al. (2019) 2 1 2 2 2 1 0 1 1 2 14 Moderate
16. Non et al. (2019) 2 2 2 2 2 0 1 2 2 2 17 High
17. Cohen & Miguel (2018) 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 16 High
18. Sim et al. (2018) 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 18 High
19. Habib et al. (2017) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 High
20. Kwong & Yu (2017) 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 19 High
21. Lecompte et al. (2017) 1 1 1 2 1 0 0 1 2 1 10 Low
22. Park et al. (2016) 1 2 1 1 0 1 2 1 2 1 12 Moderate
23. Stewart et al. (2015) 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 18 High
24. Lim & Ogawa (2014) 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 18 High

Criteria evaluation: Totally met (2); Partially met (1); Not met (0).

Criteria: 1. Was there a clear statement of the aims of the research? 2. Is a qualitative methodology appropriate?

3. Was the research design appropriate to address the aims of the research? 4. Was the recruitment strategy appropriate
to the aims of the research? 5. Were the data collected in a way that addressed the research issue? 6. Has the relationship
between the researcher and participants been adequately considered? 7. Have ethical issues been taken into
consideration? 8. Was the data analysis sufficiently rigorous? 9. Is there a clear statement of findings?

10. Is the research valuable?

Quality: Very low (0-5); Low (6-10); Moderate (11-15); High (16-20).

Source: Own elaboration based on Lachal et al. (2017).
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Table 2 presents the characterization of the studies according to their /) publication year and objectives; 2) methodological
characteristics (study design, participants, and instruments); and 3) main results regarding parental stress of those who experienced
international migration processes with their children.

Table 2. Characterization of the Included Articles (n=24)

Method
Authors Sample/age Main findings/
(Year) Aim Design (Host country) Instruments Parental stress
Investigate the experiential ' o Marriage immigrant women encountered heightened
meaning of child-rearing 10 mamage.lmmlgrant challenges in managing their children’s health and well-
for marriage immigrant Phenomenolo women rearing Semi-structured being during the COVID-19 pandemic due to linguistic and
1. Ko & Kim (2024)  women in Korea in the rosearch & preschool and school- terviews cultural barriers limiting access to healthcare and
context of the coronavirus age children (29-39y) information. They experienced considerable emotional
disease 2019 (COVID-19) (Korea) stress from perceived inadequacies in providing a holistic
pandemic. social and developmental environment for their children.
A pilot-trial aimed to . . oy . .
evaluat the feasibility and S0 10 partieipants (seven adequate feasbity. sgnifcant decreases i prceived
2. McKimmy et al. effectiveness of Escucla de (quantitative women and three men) Eight DBT sessions stre(sls significant iyn’creises in emotion re ulelljtion
(2024) Madres y Padres (EMP; q (mean age 35.5y) & ess, signt rease on reguiation,
“School for Mothers and and (United States) significant increases in mindfulness in parenting, and
Fathers™) qualitative) © cs significantly decreased child behavioral difficulties.

3. Taylor et al. (2024)

Understand the impact of
culturally relevant
experiences on family
stress processes in rural,
immigrant Latino families
in the U.S. Midwest.

Mixed-methods 307 Latino families
(quantitative with a child (10-15y)
and qualitative) (United States)

Semi-structured
interviews

Insights into how structural risks contributed to economic
strain, distress, conflict, and maladjustment within the
family system with five themes emerging: structural and
economic pressures contribute to mother distress, family
separation contributes to maternal distress, pressures
influencing interparental conflict, youth awareness of parent
stressors and distress, and stress impacts parenting in
positive ways.

(continues)


https://doi.org/10.33679/rmi.v1i1.3019

Parental Stress in International Migration Processes...

Da Silva Peixoto, C., Conte Gil, P. H., Cadore Sonego, J., Pizzinato, A., & Piccinini, C. A.

(continuation)

4. Vaillancourt et al.
(2024)

5. Fong et al. (2023)

6. Sim et al. (2023)

7. Sousa et al. (2023)

Investigate first and
second-generation
immigrant parents’ lived
experiences of social
stressors and facilitators of
perinatal psychological
well-being.

Compare coping strategies
used by families who
reported high versus low
quality of life.

Investigate refugee
parents’ experiences of
resettlement stressors and
mental health, perceived
impacts of resettlement
stressors on individual and
family indicators of well-
being, and refugee parents’
coping strategies and
resources.

Collect and analyze the
perspectives of service
providers about how
refugee parents continue to
support their children’s
wellbeing, even as the
family experiences the
stressors of the pre-flight,
flight, and resettlement
phases of the refugee
experience.

Qualitative

Case studies*

Mixed-methods
(quantitative
and qualitative)

Qualitative

16 women and 10 men
from various ethnic

backgrounds (mean age Semi-structured

34y) interviews

(Canada)

12 Korean immigrant

parents of autistic .
Interviews

children (30-59y)
(Canada)

40 government-Assisted
refugee parents (mean
age 43.3y)

(Canada)

Semi-structured
interviews

12 refugee service
providers

(United States)

Semi-structured
interviews and two
focus groups

First-generation immigrant parents reported greater
acculturative stress and ethnic discrimination concerns
related to their distress. Among men, barriers include
feeling as though the paternal role was devalued by society
and not receiving consideration by health care.

Parents from the low family quality of life group
frequently mentioned experiencing other stressors around
the time their child received a diagnosis, such as divorce,
family separation, and issues with immigration
contributing to adjustment difficulties and delays in
reaching acceptance. These cumulative negative events
impacted the family’s well-being and adjustment
capacities creating elevated stress.

Difficulties with learning and communicating in English
and the lack of affordable and safe housing were described
as major challenges by almost all parents. Parents described
various coping strategies such as positive reframing,
problem-solving, planning, and turning to religion.
Participants highlight the importance of family as a source
of strength and resilience.

Service providers described refugee parents who faced
considerable trauma in their home country and during
flight. Providers described multiple problems their clients
face during resettlement, including cultural adaptation,
economic precarity, changing family dynamics,
xenophobia, and racism.

(continues)
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8. Gonzéalez-Falcon
et al. (2022)

9. Lindén et al.
(2022)

10. Luo et al. (2022)

11. Mwanri et al.
(2022)

12. Eltanamly et al.
(2021)

Analyses the functions that
immigrant parents carry
out in the new school
context to favor the
educational inclusion of
their children.

Examine parenting
challenges and needs
among immigrant mothers
of teenagers living in
disadvantaged
neighborhoods in Sweden.

Explore the parenting and
mental health promotion
needs of Chinese women
living in Japan and provide
recommendations to guide
interventions.

Explore mental health
stressors, access to mental
health services, and how to
improve mental health
services for African
migrant populations.

Investigate how the
different phases of refuge
and resettlement shape
parents’ perceptions of
their parenting.

MIGRACIONES INTERNACIONALES, VOL. 15, ART. 13, 2025

Ethnographic

Case studies*

Qualitative

Qualitative

Grounded
theory
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Three fathers and seven
mothers (eight
families) from
Morocco, Algeria,
Lithuania, Poland,
Romania, and Ecuador
(mean age 34.5y)

(Spain)

14 mothers (seven from
Somalia, three from
Turkey, two from
Syria, and one each
from Morocco and
Pakistan) (mean age
42y)

(Sweden)

15 Chinese women who
were pregnant or rearing
a child younger than 6
years old (28-39y)

(Japan)

20 African migrants
and ten service
providers (mean age
39y)

(South Australia)

27 Syrian refugee
parents (27-53y)
(16 families)

(Netherlands)

Semi-structured
interviews

Semi-structured
interview

Semi-structured
interviews

Online semi-structured
interviews

Semi-structured
interviews

The results point to the great fragility and difficulty
experienced by these parents in exercising their parental
functions in the new context. Women, especially from
Poland, Lithuania, and Romania, compared to their
husbands or partners, seem to suffer greater stress due to
their dual role as guarantors of the culture of origin and
facilitators of the host culture.

Substantial distress among immigrant mothers about their
parenting skills and their desire to protect their children.
Despite several obstacles to successful parenting and
feeling confident as a parent, mothers were highly
engaged in parenting and expressed motivation and desire
to improve their parenting skills through social support.

Information provision and social network building should
be emphasized as practical social support mechanisms to
improve mental health. Support from the community is
essential for participants, particularly during the COVID-19
pandemic.

The findings indicate that some female participants
experienced heavier burdens and mental health challenges
resulting from a combination of stressors, such as
separation from spouses, difficulties in dividing time
between children and work, and financial hardship.

Stressors such as money shortage, co-housing, role strain,
family separations, and loss of status seemed to influence
all parenting in rather similar ways. Families generally
show a certain degree of resilience despite adversity. War
and refuge-induced stressors increased families’ sense of
compassion for their children, increased their appreciation
of life, made them rely more on faith as a source of
support, and redefined their parenting priorities.

(continues)
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(continuation)

13. Arenliu et al.
(2020)

14. Kim (2019)

15. Mitchell et al.
(2019)

16. Non et al. (2019)

17. Cohen & Miguel
(2018)

Understand war and
displacement stressors and
coping mechanisms among
urban refugee families
from Syria living in
Istanbul.

Examine the parenthood
experiences of immigrant
women married to Korean
men.

Investigate midlife/later
life parental transitions to
retirement and the nexus
of young adults’
transitions to adulthood.

Investigate the range of
psychosocial stress
exposures and coping
mechanisms of Mexican
immigrant mothers, and
implications for the health
of their U.S.-born children.

Explore immigrant
parents’ perceptions of
autism spectrum disorders
(ASD) and its causes.

Grounded
theory

Qualitative

Mixed method

(quantitative
and
qualitative)

Qualitative

Mixed method

(quantitative
and
qualitative)

30 Syrian refugee
families (23-46y)
(Turkey)

Eight participants
(23-46y)
(Korea)

588 parents aged 50+
with at least one adult
child (19-35y)
(Canada)

32 Mexican-born
immigrant mothers (18-
54y)

(United States)

25 parents (mean age
36.2y) first generation
Mexican heritage
immigrants with a son
with ASD

(United States)

Semi-structured
interviews

Focus group

Semi-structured
interviews

Focus groups
(10 meetings)

Focus groups
(six meetings)

Participants reported experiencing serious family stressors
but also demonstrated important family coping
mechanisms, including flexible and reciprocal family
organization, hopeful family beliefs and communication,
staying connected with family in Syria, and making the
best of living in a new country. All the families reported
poor family finances more than any other stressor.
However, reading the Koran and praying gave them
strength and relaxation, and they tried to enjoy positive
moments with their family.

Married immigrant women have difficulty raising their
children due to cultural differences in child-rearing
practices. Married immigrant women’s husbands do not
have a particular interest or get directly involved in their
children’s education. In this poor environment, the weight
on married immigrant women in playing the role of parent
is heavy.

Higher parental stress was found among Persians/Iranians
and Chinese parents (compared to British), those with
greater intergenerational conflict, those with unemployed
children, lower education of parents, fewer years lived in
Canada, and those with lower income satisfaction.

Mothers reported engagement in a range of coping
mechanisms, including the creation of new social
networks, seeking support in religion, and seeking help
from community resources.

Parents reported they felt emotional stress, anxiety, and
frustration about their child’s ASD diagnosis. Mothers
also reported stress when discussing the challenging
behavior exhibited by their children, the barriers to
securing services for their children, or the challenges they
faced in communicating with them.

(continues)



(continuation)

18. Sim et al. (2018)

19. Habib et al.
(2017)

20. Kwong & Yu
(2017)

21. Lecompte et al.
(2017)

22. Park et al. (2016)

Investigate the
mechanisms through
which parenting is
impacted by exposure to
mass conflict; specifically,
examine the perceived
effects of war and
displacement on parenting
and family functioning in
Syrian refugee parents.

Explore the parental
experiences of Pakistani
mothers living in Ireland
who have a child with
autism spectrum disorder
(ASD).

Explore the lived
experiences of Chinese
immigrant parents in New
York City who went
through prolonged
separation and faced
challenges after
reunification in the United
States.

Investigate the
psychological distress and
social isolation that
migrant women may
experience during
pregnancy.

Investigate Korean
immigrant mothers’
experiences with parenting
and raising their children
in the United States.
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Grounded
theory

Case studies*

Case studies*

Case study

Focus group
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39 Syrian parents
(18-60y) and 15
children (08-12y)

(Lebanon)

Seven Pakistani
mothers who have
children with ASD

(4-18y)
(Ireland)

18 Chinese immigrant
families (mean age
38.8y)

(United States)

One Indian woman

(20y)
(Canada)

20 Korean mothers
(29-44y) with at least
one child (02-05y)

(United States)

Four focus groups
conducted with 29
parents and two focus
groups with 15
children. 10 additional
parents participate in
individual interviews,
and three had a follow-
up interview

Semi-structured
interviews

Semi-structured
interviews

Socio-demographic
questionnaire and field
diary

Focus group
(four meetings)

Greater economic resources and social support emerged as
potential protective factors for maintaining positive
parenting despite exposure to war and displacement-
related adversity.

The positive experiences are related to mothers’ positive
experiences of schools, effective communication, and the
positive impact of parenting a child with ASD. The
challenges faced by mothers highlight additional concerns
revealed by immigrant mothers including the impact on
their role within the family and their lives in the wider
community.

In addition to financial hardship, the participants felt
stressed and physically exhausted from taking care of their
children and were overwhelmed by childcare
responsibilities. The participants noted their lack of
freedom, short temper, and constant worries. The high
level of parental stress resulted in greater parent-child
conflicts, leading to harsher disciplinary measures.

This case presents an immigrant pregnant woman
experiencing high levels of stress related to migration,
including low social support and poverty.

Korean immigrant mothers acknowledged the difficulties
with familial support. First, it is difficult to parent with
grandparents. Second, parenting with less overall familial
support is extremely difficult. This is especially true due to
the noted imbalances of responsibility in child-rearing
between men and women. Moreover, the cultural gap

(continues)
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(continuation)

23. Stewart et al.

(2015)

Examine challenges faced
by refugee new parents
from Africa in Canada.

Examine the effect of

24. Lim & Ogawa Child-Parent Relationship

(2014)

Therapy (CPRT) on a
Sudanese refugee family.

Mixed-
methods
(quantitative
and
qualitative)

Case study

36 Zimbabwe and 36
Sudan refugee parents
(31-40y)

(Canada)

One Sudanese family: a
father (40y) and a son

(6y)
(United States)

Individual interviews
(72 parents) and four
follow-up group
interviews (30 parents)

Videotapes and
transcriptions of CPRT
sessions and reflexive
memos and
observational notes

between the mothers and their children was associated
with worry and seemed to be a source of stress for these
mothers.

Participants reported isolation, loneliness, and stress
linked to migration and new parenthood. New gender roles
evoked marital discord. Barriers to health-related services
included language. Compounding challenges included
discrimination, time restrictions for financial support,
prolonged immigration and family reunification processes,
uncoordinated government services, and culturally
insensitive policies.

The case study shows the effectiveness of CPRT in
reducing parental stress and reducing a child’s
externalizing behaviors with a refugee family. A critical
factor in achieving these outcomes is the family’s ability
to navigate significant and profound loss.

*Design not mentioned by the authors. It was classified as “Case studies” based on the criteria from Robson and McCartan (2016).

Source: Own elaboration.
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Objectives

The included studies investigated multiple psychosocial aspects associated with parental stress.
Parenthood experiences in different migration contexts have been highlighted in several studies
[1, 10, 14, 19, 20, 22]% involving the experiences of pregnant women or rearing young children;
married migrant women; migrant mothers with children with special needs; or even prolonged
separation between parents and their children during the migration process. One study [1] aimed
to investigate the migration experience in the context of the Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) pandemic. Other studies investigated the parent’s perceptions about their parenting [12], such
as how the different phases of refuge and resettlement shaped parents’ perceptions or beliefs about
autism spectrum disorders (ASD) [5, 17].

In four articles [5,6,13,16], coping mechanisms were investigated. These strategies included
creating new social networks, flexible family organization, hopeful family beliefs and
communication, staying connected with family from their country of origin, making the best of
living in a new country, seeking support in religion, and seeking help from community resources
for dealing with parent demands. Challenges of parenting [23], the impact of social and culturally
relevant experiences on family stress processes [3, 4, 6, 8, 11], psychological distress and social
isolation [21], midlife parental transitions [15], and perceived effects of war and displacement on
parenting [18] were also investigated. One study [2] aimed to evaluate the feasibility and
effectiveness of the “Escuela de Madres y Padres” (School for Mothers and Fathers) which
employs a program based on dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) skills. Lastly, one study [24]
aimed to assess the perceived effect of a therapeutic approach on a father and son dyad.

Methodological Aspects

Most of the studies (n=12) were primarily qualitative studies [1, 4, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 16, 18,
22]. Six were mixed methods involving qualitative and quantitative approaches [2, 3, 6, 15, 17, 23],
five designs included case studies [5, 9, 19, 20, 24] and one case report [21]. Some authors did not
mention the study design, something that demanded our classification and may indicate their low
level of methodological clearness.

In relation to the study participants, there was a predominance of articles (n=14) that assessed
mothers and fathers jointly [2,3,4,5,6,8, 11,12, 13,15, 17, 18, 20, 23], while eight others
involved only mothers [1, 9, 10, 14, 16, 19, 21, 22], and one article included only the father [24].
Through an indirect approach, one research [7] explored the service providers’ perspectives on
stressors encountered by refugee parents.

Most of the studies’ participants were from South-Global origin countries (Mexico, El
Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Ecuador, Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, Syria, Iran, Iraq,
Bhutan, Myanmar, Japan, China, Pakistan, Turkey, India, Korea, Morocco, Somalia, Kenya,

¢ Numbers represent their corresponding article listed in Table 2.
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Liberia, Sierra Leone, Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, and Sudan),
while in one study [8], participants from the North-Global were also included (Poland, Algeria,
Romania, and Lithuania). About the host countries, most of them (n=19) involved countries from
the North-Global [2, 3,4, 5,6, 7, 8,9, 11, 12, 15, 16, 17, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24] (The Netherlands,
Ireland, Spain, Sweden, Australia, Canada, and United States), followed by migrations to South-
Global countries [1, 10, 13, 14, 18] (Turkey, Korea, Japan, and Lebanon).

Regarding the instruments to collect data, some articles (n=11) used only interviews
[1,4,8,9,10,11, 12,13, 19, 20, 23], five used scales and interviews [2, 3, 5, 6, 15], three carried
out focus groups [16, 17, 22], and three others used different approaches, mixing focus groups and
interviews [7, 14, 18]. One study used several psychological scales (assessing social support,
anxiety, and depression) to build a case report [21], while another investigated the effect of a
therapy program using transcriptions, observational notes, reflexive memos, videotaped sessions,
and standardized assessments [24].

Main Findings on Parental Stress

The main results indicate that the vulnerable socioeconomic conditions of migrant parents tend to
increase parental stress [3, 6, 10, 12, 13, 15, 18, 20, 21, 23], especially when families struggle to
cover basic needs. The combination of the high cost of living in the host country, insufficient
government income support, and challenges in securing employment led to severe financial strain
and stress. The unavailability of safe and affordable housing emerged as a significant issue,
impacting both the parent’s physical and mental health, as well as that of their families [3, 6, 10].
The lack of social support appeared to be another factor that reinforced stressful situations for
migrant parents [1, 8, 10, 16, 21, 22], along with loneliness, discrimination from the local
community, and ineffective or culturally insensitive government policies and practices [4, 10, 23].
On the other hand, staying connected with family in the country of origin [12] and creating new
social networks [5, 10, 15] were referred to as protective and preventive factors against parental
stress.

Two studies [16, 22] reported the difficulties experienced mainly by migrant mothers in raising
children away from their extended families, showing how the reduction of the support network can
lead to deep feelings of isolation, inadequacy, and failure in the parental role. Challenges related
to the lack of fluency in the language of the host country, the anguish felt by mothers for not having
someone to leave their children with while they work or even the short time, they dedicated to the
family due to the high workload to financially subsidize the new life [3, 8, 16, 21, 22, 23], were
other aspects reported regarding the lack of social support. Social isolation and longing for their
family in the country of origin were also mentioned [3, 21, 22].

In addition, studies from recent years [1, 3, 6, 10] show that for many refugee parents, the
COVID-19 pandemic and associated lockdowns added new obstacles to their adjustment process,
limiting chances for social engagement, language learning, and understanding the cultural and
societal norms of their new surroundings. Being confined at home triggered stress and family
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conflicts. The disappointment and unfulfilled expectations of their resettlement journey only
exacerbated the tension. Additionally, job loss was a factor mentioned in one study [11].

The lack of social support for migrant parents also involves levels of prejudice and
discrimination experiences. One study [23] discussed that some ethnic groups (e.g., Arabs) may
present mental health problems due to changes in their social status and intense discrimination.
Therefore, they experience greater levels of stress due to weaker community embeddedness, a lack
of social inclusion, and problematic settlement [23]. In addition, another study [22] also found that
Mexican migrant families in the US that tend to live in suburban neighborhoods, have less
community support, and experience more situations of racism and xenophobia. Joining the parent
support group at an immigrant community center was reported as a way to deal with discrimination
in the context [22]. Another study [7] with refugee service providers demonstrates that employees
identify many issues and challenges addressed by immigrant parents in other studies, including
cultural adaptation, economic precarity, changing family dynamics, xenophobia, and racism.

Evidence also showed that cultural disparities seemed to worsen parental stress feelings.
Among the reported reasons, some studies [4, 6, 8, 23] highlighted language adaptation for
migrant parents and their children, differences in child-rearing practices compared to those used
in the host country [22], cultural gap between mothers and their children inserted in the new culture
[14], children’s adaptation in school [12], and marital disagreements due to the changing of gender
roles demanded by the new culture [14, 23]. Studies revealed that rearing a child in a new culture
can be challenging for parents and caregivers, since cultural disparities seem to bring up more
parent-child conflicts [19], leading to harsh parenting practices [18, 20]. As for language
difficulties, parents described struggles with learning and communicating as significantly
hindering their ability to carry out critical tasks, including accessing healthcare, finding jobs,
managing government benefits, and building social relationships [4, 6].

Also, studies showed that migrant parents may often use some coping mechanisms to relieve
parental stress. Most of them were related to religious or spiritual matters, such as reading sacred
books and praying [12], seeking support in religious communities [16], or just relying on faith
[6, 13]. Although parental stress can be a source of family conflict, one study [6] showed how the
family can be the main source of support when parents promote dynamics and interactions guided
by mutual respect, empathy, emotional support, tolerance, effective communication, constructive
conflict management, and a strong sense of friendship between them and their children.

One of the studies [24] showed that father-child psychotherapy decreased parental stress rates
since it provided a safe space for them to better emotionally connect during the wife/mother
grieving process in the migration context. Based on this approach, which was described as
effective, psychological group interventions can be considered beneficial for parents and their
children dealing with the stress of life in the host country.

In addition to migration and parental stress, parents of children with ASD diagnosis reported a
more complex and intersectional context with additional stress, anxiety, and frustration due to
parenting responsibilities related to the children’s condition [17, 19]. Moreover, the impacts on the
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role of parents within their family and lives in the wider community, whose values and cultural
specificities were additional concerns [19].

DISCUSSION

The objective of this meta-synthesis was to analyze scientific articles on parental stress within
international migration processes. The migration of families with children is a growing issue that
will demand even more from researchers to carry out studies in various contexts, cultures, and life
realities, especially to approach parents’ experiences deeply from a qualitative perspective (Brito
& Faro, 2016). Several factors involved in this process have already been highlighted in the
studies’ focus on the present review.

Additionally, a significant increase in papers published on the subject from 2022 onwards was
observed. It is conjectured that this is primarily associated with the closing of borders during the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2020)
and the outbreak of geopolitical conflicts in the West, such as the war between Ukraine and Russia
(World Economic Forum [WEF], 2022), as well as the current genocide of the Palestinian people
(Jamshidi, 2024) and related conflicts. All these global broadcast situations may have directed
greater interest among researchers in the issues surrounding international migration processes.

Initially, it is emphasized that qualitative studies analyze aspects that are not possible to explore
through quantitative methods, mainly due to the standardized instruments used in data collection
(Giinther, 2006). In perspective, the present meta-synthesis focused on qualitative studies, several
of which investigated parenthood experiences and perceptions, transitions, impacts, and challenges
through interviews and focus groups—both widely used instruments in qualitative study designs
(Turato, 2005).

The psychological aspects assessed in the studies were diverse, indicating the complexity of the
research issues in this area. The analyzed studies encompassed a range of objectives related to
psychosocial factors and their impacts. For instance, war and displacement stressors, coping
mechanisms among refugee families, psychological distress, and social isolation in a migrant
pregnant woman. Their results demonstrate the complexity of migration experiences, mainly
regarding parental stress, which can present itself in many ways and levels (Murphy et al., 2017).

Regarding the methodological aspects of the included studies, the criteria adopted for this meta-
synthesis (Lachal et al., 2017) considered that the quality of the articles was high. The gaps
recurrently found in the papers are related firstly to clarifying ethical issues, and secondly, to
considering the relationship between the researcher and participants, which is an intrinsic issue for
qualitative research. Consequently, ethical considerations are essential, especially those related to
the impact of the research on participants in studies that investigate sensitive topics such as forced
displacement. There is a need to emphasize the importance of considering the possible negative
impacts of evoking vulnerable populations’ suffering and traumatic memories without a clear plan
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of action to help them address possible migration effects still present in their lives (Taquette &
Souza, 2022).

Furthermore, cultural issues, language, nationality, or religion are factors that affect the
experiences of the participants and researchers, and can only be considered from a qualitative
perspective. Thus, the data collected in this study design are developed through the bond
established between the researcher-participant relationship (Tillman, 2002). Although this is
essential to be considered, only one study from this review [19] included information about the
researcher who carried out the interviews. In this case, researchers and participants shared the same
ethnic, cultural, and religious background as the participants. According to the authors, this
allowed a more culturally sensitive approach, providing a better understanding of the experiences
reported by the participants. For future studies, this is an important aspect to consider as the
identification between researcher-participants may not only influence data collection but data
analyses as well (Tillman, 2002).

Among the participants, this meta-synthesis shows, on the one hand, that nearly all the studies
reviewed included solely mothers. This demonstrates how the maternal role remains predominant
in access aspects related to family and parental care of children (Valiquette-Tessie et al., 2019).
While, on the other hand, only one study [24] focused on the presence of the father, including a
widowed father. These results may indicate an attempt to more expressively include the father’s
role in parental care and family dynamics. Despite this, more than half of the studies consider
families where the parents (mother and father) are together. For future research, assessing the
perceptions of other caregivers (e.g., only fathers and grandparents) may be important to
understand if and how they experience parental stress compared to the mothers’ perspective.

Regarding the migratory flow, most of the participants’ countries of origin (such as Syria,
Sudan, Zimbabwe, Pakistan, and India) faced a war context, political instability, extreme poverty,
and high social vulnerability problems. Historically, the South-North migratory flow was more
common and occurred on a larger scale, mainly due to the better living standards, and economic
and structural conditions of the seeking countries. However, nowadays most migration flows are
South-South (UNHCR, 2020). In addition, another factor related to South-South migration is the
cultural similarities shared between the country of origin and the host country. Although this may
be related to their colony/colonized history, it is possible to think that this provides certain feelings
of belonging for migrants, something that may work as a coping mechanism against stressful
situations (Leal & Harder, 2021).

Examining the overall characteristics of the migrant families, several of those who indicated
experiencing parental stress also presented low socioeconomic levels. There is consensus in the
literature that socioeconomic status is a critical predictor of a range of lower health and illness
conditions (Baum et al., 1999), negatively impacting levels of general stress, mental health
problems (Algren et al., 2018), and distress related to parenting (Nagy et al., 2022). In cases of
migrant parents, who are frequently under several vulnerabilities and acculturation processes from
the resettlement itself (Prado & Aragjo, 2019), the experience of parental stress is even more
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intense when they have low socioeconomic status (Yan, 2022). This reinforces the importance of
creating public policies, especially for families that have experienced more vulnerable situations
in their countries of origin, that might provide opportunities for them to reduce financial struggles
and promote better living conditions in the host country.

The results also revealed that cultural disparities usually worsen parental stress feelings.
Dealing with a new culture leads to acculturative processes, which can cause different stressors
for parents (Berry, 1986). Parents may attempt to maintain their cultural identity through their
children, teaching them their values and living practices (Roubeni et al., 2015). In this context,
children can identify closely with their parental cultural orientations (Vietze etal., 2020).
However, acculturation gaps may still be rising between parents and children (Berry, 1986; Telzer,
2010). In cases where children absorb more values from the host culture rather than the native one,
parents might be concerned about their children losing their cultural heritage, which can potentially
increase parent-child conflict (Deng & Marlowe, 2013).

Moreover, children can behave as cultural and language translators for their parents and
caregivers, which can make parents feel that their authority is threatened due to a certain parent-
child role reversal (Timshel et al., 2017). This could lead to further conflicts and harsh parenting
practices, as parents attempt to regain control (Rasmi et al., 2017). As seen in two studies [18, 20]
included in this meta-synthesis, this may be one of the core reasons why parents find it hard to rear
a child in a different culture. This challenge may be reduced through a close follow-up of families’
experiences by mental health services, to make them diminish these relationship’s asymmetries.

Social support was another factor that was recurrently associated with parental stress. There is
a consensus that social support is a protective factor for families in situations of forced
displacement (Kim, 2018; Liu et al., 2020). The studies reviewed revealed the potential role of
social support in mitigating stress impacts on migrant parents, especially during the early years of
resettlement. Creating or expanding social networks is crucial to reduce migrant families’
psychological suffering and burden, while improving parent-children relationships and the general
well-being of the family during the critical period of readaptation (Kim, 2018; Stewart et al., 2008).
Additionally, these networks may also help to insert migrant populations into social structures and
programs, including schools and government services (Liu et al., 2020).

Investigating the coping mechanisms and strategies adopted by migrants to mitigate feelings of
stress is an important issue, which was targeted in four studies included in this meta-synthesis
[5, 6,13, 16]. A fifth one [12] addressed the different phases of the migratory process and also
stated the use of these mechanisms in migrants to face problems related to international migratory
processes. Most of the strategies reported were of a religious and spiritual nature. Regardless of
nationality, ethnicity, or religion, the results converge to the importance of spirituality and
religiosity as a way of diminishing the difficulties faced in the host country, whether through belief
and contact with a transcendental being, sacred readings, and prayers, or even the support received
by religious communities.
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The literature recognizes the use of religious beliefs and behaviors to face difficult life situations
(Vitorino et al., 2018). People in vulnerable situations can turn to faith to cope with physical,
psychological, and socioeconomic hardships, or even to seek explanations and make sense of their
problems (Gil et al., 2020). There is strong evidence indicating that religious involvement and
spiritual practices are related to better health rates (Page et al., 2020), including populations
undergoing international migration processes (Maier et al., 2022; Pandya, 2018). Therefore, when
proposing public hosting policies, it is essential to consider migrants’ health strategies because it
can recognize and strengthen the religious and spiritual dimensions of their worldviews and
practices.

Lastly, two studies focused [17, 19] on the specificities of the children with ASD diagnosis and
parenting in the international migration context. Both indicated that ASD is another potential
stressor in parenting and family lives. Regional evidence indicates that lower economic and social
resources migrants can jeopardize the access to diagnosis and treatment of ASD (Magaiia et al.
2013; Zamora et al. 2016). Ethnic and cultural backgrounds must be considered for effective social
support interventions in migrant families (Stewart et al., 2015). Getting to know the culture,
motivations for migration, and real demands of international migration people are aspects to
consider before planning public policies for these populations. With so many aspects involved in
the migration process, taking into account the intersectionality of factors impacting this process is
mandatory to have a smoother transition for the families.

CONCLUSION

Based on the results of the present meta-synthesis, it is possible to conclude that it is essential for
host countries to develop public policies to address parental stress, mainly due to the high levels
of tension present in those families. Parental stress in this context is more complex than for natives
as it involves the responsibility of parental care during a challenging and highly stressful time in
their lives. Therefore, when creating support programs, the first step should be understanding the
issues involved in the experience of migrant families.

Regarding the limitations of the present study, one of them is the challenge to define parental
stress qualitatively, which may have been reflected in the number of articles found in the database
searches. Even so, it is believed that it is essential to systematically gather qualitative data about
the stress experienced by parents during an international migration process, especially to
comprehend better how they experience it and also understand the complex network of its
psychosocial effects.

Another limitation is that this paper focused on synthesizing the findings on parental stress from
the perspective of caregivers only. It would be highly recommended for future studies to analyze
the literature on parental stress or maybe harsh parenting from the perspective of children and
adolescents under international migratory processes, including those who stayed at the country of
origin and their caregivers. Accordingly, it is also highly recommended that other psychosocial
concepts, such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorders, and their relationship with
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international migration processes should also be reviewed, from both parental and children’s
perspectives.

For future empirical studies, it is suggested that South-South migrations should also be
addressed, as only one investigation with such scope was found that could be included in this
review. For instance, Haiti and Venezuela are currently experiencing migratory flows, where
families are moving to Latin American countries. Apart from some language and cultural
similarities, parents are also probably facing challenges regarding their parenting responsibilities.

The number of forced displaced people has risen in the past decades. These rates may keep
increasing exponentially, either as a result of natural disasters and predictable climate change, or
even as a result of humanitarian crises and war conflicts (WEF, 2022). Another example is the
actual invasion of Ukraine by Russia of 2022, which has caused the most fast-moving population
migration in Europe in the last 30 years (Sacchi, 2022). Data shows that around 6.5 million people
have already left the country. Most Ukrainian migrants who fled were women and children since
men were forced to integrate the country’s defense forces. Another example is the Palestine
genocide, which may involve other countries like Syria, Lebanon, and Israel (Jamshidi, 2024),
which is demanding parents and children to flee from their territory under terrorism threats (Baldin
& Ramos, 2023). In any of the cited cases, parents and caregivers under these circumstances may
experience an intensification of parental stress and other psychosocial aspects related to parenting
responsibilities.

Other kinds of forced displacement are increasing. For instance, global income inequality,
impoverishment of vulnerable populations, and religious or nationalist-ethnic conflicts will drive
millions of people to move to other territories in the next few years (WEF, 2022). This should
make host countries prepare in advance to receive these forcibly displaced people. The importance
for mental health professionals, academics, and researchers to pay attention to these problems and
populations is highlighted.

Carrying out research and reviewing available literature about parenting psychosocial aspects
in this context are essential for helping families in the migration process. This meta-synthesis
aimed to call attention to and address the need to map the current qualitative evidence about
parental stress, one of several issues associated with the psychological aspects of the migration
process. This may provide a basis for the development of future public policy strategies to cope
with and mitigate parental stress, with the potential to impact children’s development.
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