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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on refugee children’s psychosocial health within the framework of the
Family Stress Model (FSM). It examines how economic stress and post-migration living
difficulties (PMLD) are related to child behavior problems, focusing on both direct and
indirect relationships through maternal depression. The study employed a cross-sectional
design and was conducted with a sample of 234 Syrian mothers residing in Tiirkiye, each
providing information on one child (125 girls, 109 boys) between the ages of 4 and 16
years (M = 8.99, SD = 3.24). Participants completed a set of questionnaires online,
assessing economic stress, post-migration living difficulties, maternal depression, and
child behavior problems. Results from path analysis showed that economic stress and
PMLD are directly related to child behavior problems. Additionally, both economic stress
and PMLD were related to child behavior problems through maternal depression. The
findings supported the FSM’s proposed indirect pathways for both economic stress and
PMLD, underscoring the crucial mediating roles of maternal depression. Results
emphasized the importance of mental health and interventions focusing on maternal
depression to decrease the negative effects of external stressors on refugee children’s

psychosocial health.

Keywords: Economic stress, post-migration difficulties, child behavior problems,

maternal depression, family stress model



OZET

Bu calisma, Aile Stres Modeli (ASM) cergevesinde miilteci ¢ocuklarin psikososyal
sagligina odaklanarak ekonomik stres ve go¢ sonrast yasam zorluklarinin (GSYZ)
annenin depresif semptomlar1 araciligiyla ¢cocuk davranig problemleriyle nasil iliskili
oldugunu incelemektedir. Caligma kesitsel bir tasarima sahip olup, Tiirkiye'de ikamet
eden ve ve her biri 4 ila 16 yaslar1 arasindaki bir ¢ocuk (125 kiz, 109 erkek) hakkinda (M
= 8,99, SD = 3,24) bilgi veren 234 Suriyeli anneden olusan bir 6rneklemle yiiriitiilmiistiir.
Katilimcilar, ekonomik stresi, gé¢ sonrasi yasam zorluklarini, depresif semptomlarini ve
cocuk davranis problemlerini degerlendiren bir dizi anketi ¢evrimi¢i olarak
tamamlamistir. Yol analizinden elde edilen sonuglar, hem ekonomik stresin hem de
GSYZ'nin dogrudan ¢ocuk davranis problemleriyle iliskili oldugunu gdstermistir. Ayrica,
hem ekonomik stres hem de GSYZ'nin annenin depresif semptomlar araciligryla ¢ocuk
davranig problemleriyle iliskili oldugu bulunmustur. Bulgular, FSM'yi destekleyerek
ekonomik stress ve GSYZ ve ¢ocuk davranig problemleri arasinda annenin depresif
semptomlarinin  kritik aract roliinii dogrulamaktadir. Sonuglar, miilteci ¢ocuklarin
psikososyal sagligi lizerindeki dis stres faktorlerinin olumsuz etkilerini azaltmak i¢in anne

depresyonuna odaklanan miidahale programlarinin 6nemini vurgulamaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ekonomik stres, go¢ sonrasi yasam zorluklari, ¢cocuk davranis

problemleri, ebeveyn depresyonu, aile stress modeli
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1. INTRODUCTION

Children’s psychosocial health develops within a complex interplay of individual
and environmental factors. Among these, chronic external stressors such as economic
hardship have been recognized as significant risk factor for behavioral and emotional
outcomes (Conger et al., 2002; Evans & Kim, 2013). Research also emphasizes the role
of maternal factors, particularly maternal depression, in shaping these associations (Okur-
Atas & Kazak-Berument, 2023). For refugee families, these stressors are often intensified
(Khraisha et al., 2024). In Tiirkiye, Syrian refugees experience not only economic stress
but also post-migration challenges such as discrimination and uncertainty, which may
affect the psychosocial health of both parents and children (Pluess et al., 2025). Despite
the importance of this issue, limited research has examined how these stressors relate to
child psychosocial health through maternal mental health in refugee contexts (Al
Gharaibeh & O'Sullivan, 2018; Eruyar et al., 2018; Sim et al., 2018).

The civil war that began in Syria in 2011 has resulted in one of the largest
displacement crises in recent history, with millions of Syrians migrating to neighboring
countries. Tiirkiye has hosted the largest refugee population since 2011, approximately
three million Syrian refugees as of late 2024 (UNHCR, 2024). While research on refugee
experiences has often focused on pre-migration and war-related trauma, such as PTSD
(Al Gharaibeh & O'Sullivan, 2018; Eruyar et al., 2018), growing evidence suggests that
post-migration stressors, such as economic hardship or discrimination, can have an equal
or even greater impact on mental health than war-related experiences (Akesson & Sousa,
2020; Miller & Rasmussen, 2010, 2024). These daily stressors can undermine parental
mental health and, in turn, influence children’s psychosocial well-being (Akesson &

Sousa, 2020). Shifting the focus from past trauma to the daily realities of life in



displacement is therefore essential to develop a comprehensive understanding of family
dynamics in refugee context and for designing effective support mechanisms (Alhaffar &
Janos, 2021).

The Family Stress Model (FSM) provides a useful framework for understanding
these dynamics. FSM conceptualizes economic stress as a factor that undermines parental
mental health and parenting practices, which in turn are linked to child development
outcomes (Conger & Conger, 1994; Masarik & Conger, 2017). However, most
applications of FSM have focused on WEIRD populations, often overlooking context-
specific stressors relevant to displaced families. Extending FSM to include post-migration
living difficulties offers an opportunity to adapt the model to the realities of refugee life.

The current study examines how economic stress and post-migration living
difficulties are associated with child psychosocial health, particularly behavioral
problems, through maternal depression among Syrian refugee families in Tiirkiye. Rather
than framing refugee experiences solely through the lens of war trauma, this study
highlights the structural and contextual challenges that mothers and children experience
in the host country. By testing FSM within a refugee context, this research addresses a
critical gap in the literature and provides insights to inform interventions and policies that

target daily external challenges faced by refugee families.

1.1 Theoretical Framework

Beyond formal statistics, it is essential to understand how economic stress and
post-migration living difficulties shape family dynamics and child development to inform
effective interventions and policies. Previous research has employed various theoretical
frameworks to explain these relationships (e.g., Egger et al., 2025; Miller & Rasmussen,

2010). For example, the Cumulative Risk Model emphasizes that the accumulation of



multiple risk factors, rather than any single factor, increases the likelihood of negative
developmental outcomes in children (Evans et al., 2013). From this perspective,
economic stress and post-migration difficulties may increase risk exposure for both
mothers and children. Another approach, the Family Investment Model, focuses on the
availability of financial resources and their role in enabling parents to invest in their
children’s development through material goods, educational opportunities, and enriched
environments (Becker, 2010; Bradley & Corwyn, 2004). While this model highlights the
importance of resource access, it largely overlooks the psychological processes within
families and the impact of stress on parental well-being and parenting practices (Foster,
2002).

To address these limitations, the Family Stress Model (FSM) offers a
comprehensive framework for understanding how economic and related stressors
influence family functioning and child outcomes. Originally developed by Conger and
Elder (1994) to examine the effects of economic hardship on rural Midwestern families,
FSM builds on earlier research on the consequences of the Great Depression (Conger et
al., 1992). The model posits that adverse economic conditions, such as job loss or
financial strain, create economic pressure within families, which manifests as difficulties
in meeting basic needs and making necessary cutbacks (Conger & Conger, 2008). Over
time, these pressures increase the risk of parental psychological distress, including
depression, and may contribute to interparental conflict and disrupted parenting practices.
These disruptions, in turn, are associated with negative child outcomes, such as
behavioral problems (Masarik & Conger, 2017).

FSM emphasizes the psychological toll of economic stress on parents, particularly

the sense of reduced self-efficacy and perceived inability to fulfill parental



responsibilities despite efforts to cope with adversity. This distress can lead to negative
family interactions, increased conflict, and less effective parenting, ultimately negative
effects on children’s psychosocial well-being (Conger & Elder, 1994; Wodzinski, 2023).

This study investigates how external stressors of Syrian refugee families relate to
child psychosocial health within the Family Stress Model (FSM). Refugees experience
all three FSM components (economic stress, parental mental health problems, and child
behavior problems) yet FSM has rarely been applied in this context (Yu et al., 2020). To
address this, external stressors are conceptualized as both economic stress and post-
migration living difficulties.

Research shows that Syrian parents face depression due to economic hardship and
integration challenges, which negatively affects children’s psychosocial health (Arienliu,
2020; Huntley et al., 2021; Miller et al., 2022; Peltonen et al., 2023; Sim et al., 2018).
Only one study has applied FSM directly to Syrian refugees, Sim et al. (2018) found that
economic hardship in Lebanon was negatively related to parental mental health,
parenting, and children’s adjustment.

The present study is the first to test FSM quantitatively with Syrian refugees in
Tiirkiye, examining the pathways from economic stress and post-migration living

difficulties to maternal depression and child behavior problems.

1.2 Literature Review

1.2.1 Economic Stress and Maternal Depression
The first external stressor examined in this study within the Family Stress Model
(FSM) is economic stress. Economic stress refers to the stress felt due to unstable

economic conditions, such as difficulty paying bills or affording basic necessities



(Masarik & Conger, 2017). Common measures of socioeconomic status often rely on
objective indicators like income or education; however, these do not fully capture
families’ daily experiences (Roy et al., 2019). Subjective indicators, such as perceived
economic stress or cutbacks, may provide more accurate insights into how economic
stress affects maternal and child mental health (Heintz-Martin et al., 2021; Maguire-Jack
& Sattler, 2022; Sosu & Schmidt, 2017).

In Tiirkiye, economic instability has manifested in various forms, including
increased food insecurity (Chaudry & Wimer, 2016; TURKSTAT, 2023). Food insecurity
is often the earliest and most visible sign of economic stress in low-income families and
has been linked to maternal depression (Chen & Yeung, 2024; Reesor-Oyer et al., 2023)
and adverse child outcomes (Maynard et al., 2018; Whitaker et al., 2006). Incorporating
food insecurity into the conceptualization of economic stress may provide a more
comprehensive understanding of families’ daily realities. Economic stress and food
insecurity are interconnected dimensions of the same challenge and should be considered
together (Chen & Yeung, 2024; Doudna & Greder, 2023).

Economic stress is a well-documented risk factor for maternal mental health
difficulties, particularly depression (Heflin & Iceland, 2009; Masarik & Conger, 2017).
Several studies showed that economic stress predicts higher depressive symptoms among
mothers (Gard et al., 2020; Santiago et al., 2011; Simons & Steele, 2020). The
psychological pressure of being unable to meet basic needs might create feelings of guilt
and hopelessness, which are core symptoms of depression (Belle & Doucet, 2003; Leung
et al., 2015). These effects are consistent with FSM, which posits that economic stress
negatively affects maternal mental health and, consequently, child psychosocial health

(Masarik & Conger, 2017; Ridley et al., 2020).



Evidence from refugee populations supports these findings (Abou-Rizk et al.,
2022; Arienliu, 2022). Refugee mothers are particularly vulnerable to the negative effects
of economic stress due to social exclusion, language barriers, and legal insecurity
(Akesson & Sousa, 2020; Hazer & Gredebick, 2023). Studies have reported high rates of
depression among Syrian refugee mothers linked to economic hardship (Cratsley et al.,
2021; Khamis, 2022). These findings suggest that economic stress is a crucial risk factor
for maternal depression in refugee contexts.

Based on the literature, the present study conceptualizes economic stress broadly
and examines its relationship with depressive symptoms of Syrian refugee mothers in
Tiirkiye. Consistent with FSM, it is expected that higher levels of economic stress will be

associated with increased maternal depressive symptoms.

1.2.2 Post-Migration Living Difficulties and Maternal Depression

Post-migration living difficulties represent another critical stressor that may
influence maternal mental health among refugee families. High rates of depression among
Syrian refugees (Acarturk et al., 2021) show the need to identify factors contributing to
this vulnerability (Almeida et al., 2024). Beyond economic stress, daily challenges
experienced after migration, such as discrimination or barriers to employment, are
significant sources of stress, making them essential to consider as risk factors for maternal
depression (Jannesari et al., 2020; Miller & Rasmussen, 2017).

Empirical evidence supports the relationship between post-migration stressors and
maternal depression. Studies have shown that difficulties related to acculturation, social
integration, and legal status are linked to increased depressive symptoms among refugee

mothers (Hou et al., 2020; Li et al., 2016; Parke et al., 2004). These findings highlight the



importance of considering daily stressors beyond economic stress when examining
maternal depression in refugee families.

The Family Stress Model (FSM), while originally developed to explain the effects
of economic stress on family functioning, provides a flexible framework that can be
adapted to refugee contexts. Integrating post-migration living difficulties into FSM
allows for a more comprehensive understanding of how structural and contextual
challenges may influence maternal mental health and, subsequently, child outcomes
(Masarik & Conger, 2017). Based on this perspective, the current study offers a unique
contribution to the literature by incorporating Syrian refugee mothers’ post-migration
living difficulties into the FSM. Accordingly, it is expected that mothers who experience

more post-migration stressors tend to show more depressive symptoms.

1.2.3 Economic Stress and Child Behavior Problems

Economic stress is a well-documented risk factor for child behavioral problems
(Schenck-Fontaine & Panico, 2019). Besides the indirect pathways that may operate
between them, studies show a direct relationship between economic stress and children’s
emotional and behavioral difficulties, including aggression, hyperactivity, and
internalizing symptoms (Evans & Cassells, 2014; Lee & Lee, 2016; Sosu & Schmidt,
2017). This relationship has been confirmed across diverse populations and age groups,
even after controlling for mediators such as parental depression (Santiago et al., 2011).

Several mechanisms have been proposed to explain this direct link. Children in
economically stressed households may experience emotional insecurity and self-
regulation difficulties due to exposure to inadequate housing, poor nutrition, unsafe
neighborhoods, and social exclusion (Gershoff et al., 2007; Raver et al., 2015; Wadsworth

et al., 2008). Economic stress can also have immediate behavioral consequences, as



shown in longitudinal studies where economic stress and deprivation predicted attention
problems and conduct disorders over time (Hatem et al., 2020; Slopen et al., 2010;
Whitaker et al., 2006). Food insecurity, as a form of economic stress, has similarly been
linked to behavioral difficulties (Kimbro & Denney, 2015; Perez-Escamilla & Vianna,
2012). Additionally, children’s awareness of economic stress may disrupt their sense of
security and contribute to behavioral problems (Elenbaas & Killen, 2019).

Research with refugee populations supports these findings. Syrian refugee
children in Tiirkiye living in economically insecure households exhibit higher levels of
aggression, attention problems, and peer difficulties compared to those in more stable
conditions (Ceri & Nasiroglu, 2018). Similar patterns have been reported in Lebanon and
Jordan, where economic stress predicted behavioral problems even after accounting for
war exposure and parental mental health (Rizkalla et al., 2020; Sim et al., 2018). Thus,
there is a need to focus on economic stress not only as a contextual risk but also as a
proximal factor that is directly related to children’s psychosocial health.

Based on this evidence, the present study examines the direct association between
economic stress and child behavior problems among Syrian refugee families in Tiirkiye.
It is hypothesized that higher levels of economic stress will be positively associated with

greater behavior problems in children.

1.2.4 Post-Migration Living Difficulties and Child Behavior Problems

Post-migration living difficulties (PMLD) refer to structural, social, and
institutional stressors that refugee families encounter in the host country, such as legal
insecurity, discrimination, and language barriers (Miller & Rasmussen, 2010; Jannesari

et al., 2020). These challenges are chronic and persistent, shaping the daily lives of



mothers and children as they spend effort to rebuild their lives under conditions of
uncertainty (Akesson & Sousa, 2020; Hazer & Gredebick, 2023).

Research indicates that PMLD can directly affect children’s emotional and
behavioral adjustment. Refugee children exposed to higher levels of post-migration
stressors are at increased risk for conduct problems, hyperactivity, and internalizing
symptoms (Alami, 2020; Hou et al., 2020). For example, studies in Tiirkiye and Lebanon
have shown that PMLD predicts behavioral difficulties even after controlling for war
exposure (Sim et al., 2018; Solmaz et al., 2021).

These stressors may undermine children’s sense of safety and stability and may
lead to anxiety, frustration, and social withdrawal, or externalizing behaviors such as
aggression (Fazel et al., 2012; Frounfelker et al., 2020). Additionally, limited access to
social support and enriching opportunities can exacerbate these difficulties (Bronstein &
Montgomery, 2011; Gormez et al., 2018).

In sum, PMLD may operate as immediate daily stressors that can be directly
related to children's behavior problems. Consistent with the Family Stress Model, this
study investigates the direct association between Syrian refugee mothers’ post-migration
living difficulties and their children’s behavioral problems. It is hypothesized that higher
levels of PMLD will be positively associated with greater behavioral difficulties in

children.

1.2.5 Maternal Depression and Child Behavior Problems

Maternal depression is a well-established risk factor for children’s psychosocial
health. Depressed mothers often exhibit reduced emotional availability and lower
engagement, which can impair children’s emotional regulation and social development

(Goodman et al., 2011; Lovejoy et al., 2000). Maternal depression has been consistently



linked to behavioral problems such as aggression, hyperactivity, and withdrawal (Connell
& Goodman, 2002; Weissman et al., 2006), with effects persisting into adolescence and
adulthood (Keenan-Miller et al., 2007; Pires et al., 2020).

Depressed mothers may be less responsive to their children, may feel distanced,
and not be able to engage positively (Dix & Meunier, 2009; Lovejoy et al., 2000; Wachs
et al., 2009). Maternal depression may cause behavioral problems in children by limiting
the mother’s ability to provide structured discipline in a consistent and nurturing way
(Bayer et al., 2006; Fatori et al., 2020; Goodman et al., 2011).

Evidence from refugee populations aligns with these findings. Refugee mothers
commonly experience depressive symptoms due to cumulative stressors across pre- and
post-migration periods, including poverty, discrimination, and legal insecurity (Akesson
& Sousa, 2020; Hazer & Gredebdck, 2023; Stevenson et al., 2019). Studies have
demonstrated that maternal depression among refugees significantly predicts child
behavioral problems (East et al., 2018; Peltonen et al., 2022). Syrian refugee families in
Tiirkiye show similar patterns, with maternal depression emerging as a strong predictor
of children’s psychosocial difficulties (Solmaz et al., 2021).

In summary, maternal depression is a significant risk factor for child behavior
problems (Bagner et al., 2010). Refugee mothers are particularly vulnerable due to their
exposure to multiple risk factors for depression, making it essential to understand the link
between maternal depression and child behavior issues. It is expected that there will be a
direct relationship between the level of depressive symptoms in Syrian refugee mothers

and the behavior problems of their children.
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1.2.6 Mediating Role of Maternal Depression

1.2.6.1 The Mediating Role of Maternal Depression in the Relationship
Between Economic Stress and Maternal Depression

According to the Family Stress Model (FSM), economic stress influences child
behavior problems indirectly through its impact on maternal depression (Conger et al.,
1992; Masarik & Conger, 2017). Thus, maternal depression plays a key role in
transferring the negative effect of economic stress felt by mothers to children’s behaviors
(Neppl et al., 2016).

Empirical evidence supports this pathway. Economic stress is a strong predictor
of maternal depression, which in turn is associated with increased behavioral problems in
children (Goodman et al., 2011; Lovejoy et al., 2000). Maternal depression has been
identified as one of the mediating mechanisms between economic stress and child
behavior problems (Gershoff et al., 2007; Lee, 2022; Rijlaarsdam et al., 2013; Yeung et
al., 2002). Similar findings were also reported by Chen and colleagues (2020) and Chen
and Yeung (2024). In their longitudinal study, Thompson and Henrich (2022) and Iruka
and colleagues (2012) highlighted the mediating role of maternal depression. Lee (2022)
conducted a four-wave longitudinal study showing that maternal depression mediated the
relationship between economic stress and child behavior problems from kindergarten to
fourth grade. Additionally, Yang and colleagues (2023), Simons and Steele (2020), and
Low and Mounts (2022) identified that parental mental health is a mediator between the
economic stress experienced by families and child behavior problems.

Similar findings have been reported in refugee contexts, where economic hardship
significantly predicts maternal depressive symptoms, which subsequently relate to child

psychosocial difficulties (Arakelyan & Ager, 2021; Beiser et al., 2002; Peltonen et al.,
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2022; Popham et al., 2024; Sim et al., 2018). Studies with Syrian refugee families
specifically highlight this indirect pathway (Hazer & Gredebick, 2023).

Understanding this mediating mechanism is critical for both theory and practice.
It focuses on maternal depression as a potential intervention target to mitigate the negative
effects of economic stress on children (Pluess et al., 2025; Silva-Rodrigues et al., 2022).
Thus, the current study hypothesizes that maternal depression mediates the positive
association between Syrian refugee mothers’ economic stress and their children’s
behavioral problems, such that higher economic stress is associated with greater maternal

depressive symptoms, which in turn are associated with more child behavior problems.

1.2.6.2 The Mediating Role of Maternal Depression in the Relationship
Between Post-Migration Living Difficulties and Child Behavior Problems

Post-migration living difficulties (PMLD) may influence child behavior problems
indirectly through maternal depression, consistent with the Family Stress Model (FSM)
(Miller & Rasmussen, 2010; Yu et al., 2020). These stressors, such as legal insecurity,
discrimination, and social isolation, are chronic and can significantly undermine maternal
mental health (Hazer & Gredebéck, 2023; Solmaz et al., 2021). Depressive symptoms,
including withdrawal and reduced emotional availability, are well-documented predictors
of child behavioral difficulties (Weissman et al., 2006; Peltonen et al., 2022).

Empirical evidence supports this mediating pathway. Studies have shown that
post-migration stressors increase maternal depression, which in turn predicts child
psychosocial problems (Peltonen et al., 2022; Emmen et al., 2013; Miller & Czismadia,
2022). Research with refugee families, including Syrian refugees, confirms that maternal

depression mediates the association between PMLD and child behavior problems (Sim et
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al., 2018; Popham et al., 2024). These findings highlight maternal depression as a central
mechanism linking structural challenges to child outcomes.

Building on FSM, this study hypothesizes that maternal depression mediates the
positive relationship between Syrian refugee mothers’ post-migration living difficulties
and their children’s behavioral problems, such that higher PMLD is associated with
greater maternal depressive symptoms, which in turn are associated with more child

behavior problems.

1.3 The Current Study

L The Family Stress Model (FSM) has been widely validated across diverse
populations, including African American, Latinx, Finnish, and European-American
families, demonstrating strong empirical support (Masarik et al.,, 2022; Miller &
Csizmadia, 2022; Parke et al.,, 2004; Solantaus et al., 2004). However, in their
comprehensive review, Cooper and Stewart (2021) stated that 45% of the FSM studies
were based in the US, and others were from EU countries. It is a model that tries to
understand the impact of economic conditions on families, yet it has been tested in
countries that are not economically disadvantaged. This limitation undermines the ability
to understand the dynamics of families in economically challenged regions accurately.

The current study addresses this gap by applying FSM to Syrian refugee families
in Tirkiye, a population experience chronic economic hardship and unique post-
migration challenges (Rizkalla et al., 2020; Ulutas et al., 2025). Refugee contexts provide
a critical test of FSM because these families experience all three core components of the
model: economic stress, parental mental health difficulties (e.g., depression), and child
behavior problems (Yu et al., 2020). While prior research with refugees has largely been

qualitative or focused on war-related trauma (Ghumman et al., 2016; Ulutas et al., 2025),
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there is a need for quantitative studies that incorporate daily stressors, such as economic
stress and post-migration living difficulties, into the FSM framework (Emmen et al.,2013;
Masarik & Conger, 2017). The inclusion of different variables associated with refugee
parents' daily lives (e.g., refugees' relationships with the host community and
acculturation) needs to be included to gain a broader perspective (Bustos & Santiago,
2023; Masarik et al., 2022; Yu et al., 2020). The current study offers a unique contribution
by incorporating the post-migration living difficulties of Syrian refugee parents to the
FSM using a context-specific approach.

Another contribution of this study is its focus on a broader age range of children.
Although FSM research increasingly includes younger children, most of the literature is
still on adolescent studies (Barnett, 2008; Mistry et al., 2002). Examining the effects of
external stressors on children with a wider age range can provide valuable insights into
family dynamics and child well-being.

Building on these considerations, the present study investigates how economic
stress and post-migration living difficulties relate to child behavioral problems among
Syrian refugee families in Tiirkiye, both directly and indirectly through maternal
depression. By testing FSM within a refugee context and incorporating contextual
stressors, this research aims to refine the model and inform interventions that address the
structural and psychological challenges faced by displaced families. The Family Stress
Model of the study can be seen in Figure 1.1. Also, the research questions and hypotheses

for proposed direct and indirect associations of the study are presented below.
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Figure 1.1 The Conceptual Model of Direct and Indirect Associations from Daily

External Stressors and Child Psychosocial Health

Economic
Streas
Child Bchavior
Problems
BILD

Note. PMLD = Post-Migration Living Difficulties.

RQ1. To what extent is economic stress associated with maternal depression
among Syrian refugee mothers in Tiirkiye?

H1. Economic stress is expected to be positively associated with maternal
depression, such that higher levels of economic stress predict greater maternal depressive
symptoms.

RQ2. To what extent are post-migration living difficulties associated with
maternal depression?

H2. Post-migration living difficulties are expected to be positively associated with
maternal depression.

RQ3. To what extent is economic stress associated with child behavioral
problems?

H3. Economic stress is expected to be positively associated with child behavioral

problems.
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RQ4. To what extent are post-migration living difficulties associated with child
behavioral problems?

H4. Post-migration living difficulties are expected to be positively associated
with child behavioral problems.

RQS. To what extent is maternal depression associated with child behavioral
problems?

HS. Maternal depression is expected to be positively associated with child
behavioral problems.

RQ6. To what extent does maternal depression mediate the relationship between
economic stress and child behavioral problems?

H6: Maternal depression is expected to mediate the positive relationship between
economic stress and child behavioral problems, such that higher economic stress predicts
greater maternal depressive symptoms, which in turn predict more child behavior
problems.

RQ7. To what extent does maternal depression mediate the relationship between
post-migration living difficulties and child behavioral problems?

H7. Maternal depression is expected to mediate the positive relationship between
post-migration living difficulties and child behavioral problems, such that higher PMLD
predicts greater maternal depressive symptoms, which in turn predict more child behavior

problems.
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2. METHOD

The Method chapter of a thesis includes a description of the study, including the

sample characteristics, procedures followed, and the description of the materials used.

2.1 Participants

The final sample for this cross-sectional study consisted of 234 Syrian mothers
living in Tirkiye. Initially, data were collected from 258 participants. 16 participants
completed only the demographic questionnaire and were therefore excluded.
Additionally, five multivariate outliers were identified and removed during the data
screening process. Four more participants were excluded because their children were
under the age of four, which did not meet the age requirements for the measures in the
study. Consequently, the final analyses were conducted with 234 Syrian mothers, each
reporting on one child (125 girls, 109 boys), whose ages ranged from 4 to 16 years (M =
8.99, SD = 3.24). Mothers' ages range from 18 to 55 years (M = 36.00, SD = 6.82).

Complete demographic information for the sample is presented in Table 2.1.

17



Table 2.1 Participants’ Demographic Information

N % Missing  Mean  SD Range

Family Characteristics

Parent age 223 2% 36.00 6.82 18-55
Parent education 234 0

Literate (No formal education) 33 14.10

Primary school 52 2220

Secondary school 59 25.20

High school 43 18.40

University and higher 47 20.10
Parent Turkish level 238

Al 135 57.70

A2 59 25.20

B1 18 7.70

B2 8 340

Cl 9 390

C2 5 210
# Household people 232 0.8% 597 193 2-12
# of Employed people 231 0.8% 1.00  0.79 0-6
Parent marital status 234

Married 160 68.40

Divorced 11 4.70

Widowed 56 23.90

Separated/Unknown 7 3.0
Number of children 227 2.9% 4 1.74 1-10
Financial support 234

Presence 109 46.60

Absence 125 53.40
Amount of financial support 78 4890 3600 0-18.000
Extra support 234

Presence 33 14.10

Absence 201 85.90
City 234

Istanbul 92 39.30

Hatay 81 34.60

Gaziantep 43 18.40

Other cities 18 7.70
Duration of migration (Y ears) 228 2.5% 8.85 221 2-13
Child Characteristics
Child age (Years) 212 9.2% 899 324 4-16
Child sex 234

Girl 125 53.40

Boy 109 46.60
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2.2 Procedure

The data utilized in this study were drawn from a larger research project supported
by TUBITAK (The Scientific and Technological Research Council of Tiirkiye) under the
1002 program (Project No: 324K550). Initially, ethics approval was granted by the
Human Research Ethics Committee of Ozyegin University (Confirmation Code:
2025/04/01). The data for this research were collected from Syrian refugee parents who
migrated from Syria and currently live in Tiirkiye. The inclusion criteria were that
participating mothers would have children with typical development. All data collection
is completed using an online questionnaire platform, Qualtrics. Parents completed the
Demographic Form, Economic Stress, Post-Migration Living Difficulties, Maternal
Depression, and Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaires through an online data
collection platform. Participants were recruited through multiple community-based
organizations (e.g., Karam Evi Foundation, Al-Sham Association) that provide support
to Syrian refugee families in Tiirkiye. Initial participants were reached through direct
contact with these organizations, and additional participants were recruited using
snowball sampling.

Consent forms detailing the study were provided to parents at the beginning of the
online survey. The procedure, duration, and goal of the study were explained to
participants in the consent form. All data collected within the scope of the study were

anonymous and confidential.

2.3 Materials

2.3.1 Economic Stress Scale

In the current study, economic stress, conceptualized as a broader latent construct,
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includes different economically stressful experiences of mothers including food
insecurity since it is one of the important indicators of economic stress (Santiago et al.,
2011). In line with this perspective, we assessed the factorial validity of combining items
from the Economic Hardship Scale (Gard et al., 2020) and the Food Insecurity Scale (Naja
et al., 2015) into a unified construct that reflect overall economic stress.

The “Economic Hardship” scale (Gard et al., 2020) consists of 12 items with
yes/no options (e.g., “In the past 12 months, did you borrow money from friends or family
to help pay bills?”). Parents reported different economic experiences they had in the last
12 months (e.g., maladaptive coping strategies). This scale was used for Syrian parents
for the first time in the current study and translated into Arabic following the translation
and back-translation procedures. The translation process followed rigorous procedures to
ensure linguistic and conceptual equivalence in Syrian Arabic. The initial forward
translation was conducted by a native Syrian Arabic speaker psychologist with advanced
proficiency in English. A back-translation was made by another Syrian native Arabic
speaker who has worked for many years in civil society organizations with Syrian
refugees and is fluent in English. To ensure that the items were not only linguistically
accurate but also culturally appropriate, the research team carefully reviewed all
translated items for clarity and comprehensibility.

The food insecurity experiences of parents were measured by the Food Insecurity
Scale, which aims to understand the level of food insecurity in families, developed by
Naja and colleagues (2015) in Arabic. It consists of nine yes/no items assessing parents’
experiences of food insecurity in the last four weeks (e.g., “In the past 4 weeks, did you
or any family member living with you at home have to eat a smaller meal than you felt

you needed because there was not enough food available?”).
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A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted with 21 observed items of
two scales to examine whether they could be considered a single latent factor. The results
demonstrated good model fit, with CFI = .955, TLI = .950, and RMSEA = .070 (90% CI
[.061, .080]), all falling within recommended thresholds (Hu & Bentler, 1999).
Standardized factor loadings ranged from .373 to .768, and all items loaded significantly
(p <.001) on the latent factor. Importantly, items from both original subscales showed
strong and meaningful contributions to the overall construct.

A total score was computed by summing the "yes" responses of both scales, with
higher scores reflecting greater levels of economic stress. The internal consistency of the
combined construct supports the reliability of the merged scale (Cronbach’s a = .891;
McDonald’s @ = .865). These statistical results support the theoretical justification of
merging into a single economic stress construct. This approach allows for a more
comprehensive representation of families’ economic experiences and aligns with
recommendations for modeling socioeconomic adversity as a multifaceted yet unified
latent variable in developmental and clinical research (Evans & Kim, 2013; Masarik &

Conger, 2017).

2.3.2 Post-Migration Living Difficulties Scale

This scale, developed by Schick and colleagues (2016), aims to assess parents’
post-migration stress factors they may have experienced in the last 12 months
(“Difficulties with employment (being permitted to work, finding work, bad working
conditions, etc.)”). It consists of 17 items with a 4-point Likert-type scale from 0 (No, it
was not a problem/Did not happen) to 4 (Severe problem), and it has a two-factor structure
(post-migration socioeconomic challenges and structural difficulties). Cronbach's Alpha

coefficient of the Arabic version is 0.87 for the socio-economic challenges subscale and
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0.78 for the structural difficulties subscale (Kurt et al., 2022). We averaged items to create
a composite score. A greater score indicates more post-migration challenges faced by
participants. The internal consistency of the scale is .88 (Cronbach’s alpha) for the current

study (see Table 2.2).

2.3.3 Maternal Depression — The Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9)

The Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9) aims to assess maternal depression,
developed by Kroenke and Spitzer (2002). Participants reported the frequency of different
symptoms they have had in the last two weeks (e.g., “Having trouble falling or staying
asleep or sleeping too much”). It consists of nine items with a 4-point Likert scale from
0 (Not at all) to 3 (Nearly every day). The validity and reliability of the Arabic version of
the PHQ-9 were tested by AlHadi and colleagues (2017), showing a unifactorial structure
and Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.87. We averaged items to create a composite score
where a higher score indicates higher maternal depression. The internal consistency of

the scale is .85 (Cronbach’s alpha) for the current study (see Table 2.2).

2.3.4 Child Behavior Problems — Stregths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), developed by Goodman
(1997), is a widely used instrument for assessing children’s psychological adjustment. It
comprises five subscales: Hyperactivity, Emotional Problems, Conduct Problems, Peer
Problems, and Prosocial Behaviors, each comprising five items rated on a 3-point Likert
scale (0 = Not true, 1 = Somewhat true, 2 = Certainly true). An example item from the
Conduct Problems subscale is: “Often fights with other children or bullies them.” In the
present study, the Arabic version (Alyahri & Goodman, 2008) of the SDQ, completed by

parents, was utilized. In the current study, a total behavior problems score was calculated
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by averaging the items from four subscales: Hyperactivity, Emotional Problems, Conduct
Problems, and Peer Problems.

The decision to use the Total Difficulties Score rather than individual SDQ
subscales was based on both theoretical and empirical considerations. First, the Total
Difficulties Score provides a broad representation of children’s overall psychosocial
health, capturing both internalizing and externalizing difficulties. This composite score is
especially useful in high-adversity contexts, such as refugee populations, where children
are often exposed to multiple and co-occurring stressors that may not manifest in isolated
symptom domains (Panter-Brick et al., 2018). Second, several studies working with
displaced children have relied on the Total Difficulties Score as the most stable and
psychometrically supported indicator. Research with Syrian refugees used the total score
to assess behavior problems children face (McEwen et al., 2020; Sim et al., 2018).
Previous research examining the reliability and validity of the Arabic SDQ among Syrian
refugee children (N = 1596) reported higher internal consistency for the Total Difficulties
score rather than subscales separately (Cronbach’s a = .76; McEwen et al., 2020).

Finally, the use of the total score aligns with the conceptual focus of the current
study, which aims to focus on broad psychosocial outcomes to understand the
relationships between maternal stressors and child psychosocial health (Masarik &
Conger, 2017). Thus, the current study used the total difficulties score; higher scores
reflect greater levels of behavioral problems. The internal consistency of this composite

score was acceptable (Cronbach’s a =.79; see Table 2.2).
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Table 2.2 Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables (N = 234)

Internal Consistency

Missing Min-Max M SD Skewness  Kurtosis
(a or ®)
Child behavior problems .79 2% 1-33 13.14 6.23 0.491 -0.414
Maternal depression .85 6.6% 0-27 10.92 6.76  0.382 -0.319
Daily stressors
Economic stress .89 0% 0-12 533 3.03 0.143 -0.596
PMLD .88 10.3% 0-66 34.10 14.06 -0.203 -0.353

Note. Min = Minimum, Max = Maximum, M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation, PMLD = Post-Migration Living Difficulties.
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3. RESULTS

3.1 Analytical Strategy

3.1.1 Data Screening

Before the main analysis, data were screened using SPSS 27.0 (IBM Corp.,
Published 2020) for accuracy of data entry, missing values, and the assumptions of
multivariate analysis. After checking the accuracy at the item level, composite and
averaged scores were created for all variables by summing or averaging relevant items.
Missing values ranged from 0% to 11.7% across variables (see Table 2). Missing value
patterns for focal variables were tested using Little’s (1988) test of Missing Completely
at Random (MCAR). The result of the MCAR test was significant, ¥* (31) = 76.30, p <
.05, indicating that the missing data were not completely at random (MCAR). Given this
result, the use of appropriate missing data handling techniques was essential to minimize
potential bias in parameter estimation. In this study, we employed Maximum Likelihood
estimation with robust standard errors (MLR) in Mplus to address missing data.

MLR is a widely recommended method for handling missing data, particularly
when the assumption of MCAR is violated and data may be missing at random (MAR)
(Enders, 2022; Little & Rubin, 2019). Unlike listwise deletion or mean imputation, MLR
uses all available data points and provides unbiased parameter estimates and standard
errors under MAR conditions. Simulation studies have demonstrated that MLR performs
well in recovering population parameters and standard errors even when data are not
MCAR, provided that the missingness mechanism is ignorable (Enders & Bandalos,

2001; Graham, 2009).
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Moreover, MLR accounts for potential non-normality in the data, making it a
robust choice for structural equation modeling with real-world data, which often violates
assumptions of multivariate normality. Thus, in light of the significant MCAR test result
and the advantages offered by MLR, its use in this study provides a statistically sound
approach to estimating model parameters in the presence of missing data.

Multivariate outliers were analyzed via the Mahalanobis Distance technique
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Five multivariate outliers were detected above the Chi-
square value, y2 (8) = 31.319, p =.0001, and therefore deleted from the data set, leaving
234 participants for further analyses.

Normality assumptions were tested using the criteria of +2 skewness and kurtosis
(Bryne, 2010; Hair et al., 2010). Skewness and kurtosis scores of variables were between

critical values and acceptable for normality.

3.1.2 Multivariate Analytical Approach

Multivariate path analyses were run in Mplus 8.7 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). Path
analysis uses observed variables in the context of structural equation modeling (SEM)
(Kline, 2011). Standardized coefficients were used in the path analysis to report effect
sizes (Durlak, 2009). First, only the main effects model was run. Second, we tested the
indirect effects of external stressors on child behavior problems via maternal depression.
In detail, the direct paths were from economic stress and post-migration living difficulties
to child behavior problems, from economic stress and post-migration living difficulties
to maternal depression, and from maternal depression to child behavior problems.

The significance of indirect effects was examined by using the bootstrapping
technique (2000 resampling) with 95% confidence intervals (MacKinnon, Fairchild, &

Fritz, 2007). In all path analyses, top-down model building was applied, where all
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possible covariates (parent age, child age, duration of migration, education level of parent,
number of household members, parental perception of family financial situation before
and after migration) were considered, and then the non-significant ones were removed to
improve the model fit. We reported the final parsimonious models in the results. To test
the model accuracy, Comparative fit index (CFI) > 0.90, root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) < 0.08, and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) <

0.08 are used (Brown, 2006; Kline, 2011).

3.2 Preliminary Analyses
Preliminary analyses were run via SPSS 27.0. Descriptive statistics and the

internal consistencies of all variables can be seen in Table 3.1.

3.2.1 Bivariate Analysis

The bivariate correlations (Pearson) were examined between parents’ stress
factors (economic stress and post-migration living difficulties), maternal depression, and
child behavior problems. The correlations among variables can be seen in Table 3.

The relationships between external stress factors and other variables were
examined. Economic stress was positively related to PMLD (r (207) =.188, p < .001),
maternal depression (r (216) = .372, p < .001), and child behavior problems (r (227) =
267, p <.001). PMLD was positively related to depression ( (207) =.364, p <.001), and
child behavior problems (r (207) = .286, p < .001). Maternal depression was positively

related to child behavior problems (r (216) = .405, p <.001).
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Table 3.3 The Pearson Corrrelations of the Study Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Behavior problems -
2. Maternal depression A405%* -
3. PMLD 286%*%  364%* -
4. Economic stress 207 372%*  188**
5. Mother’s age -.044 .056 -.026 .052 -
6. Child’s age (year) -.003 .058 -47 077 339*%* -
7. Migration duration (in years) .033 .065 -.120 053 .190** 107 -
8. Number of children .008 .053 -058  213**% 429** -013 .190** -
9. Number of household members .020 .025 032 214**% 307** -055 .158* .786** -
10. Child sex -.002 -.009 -050  .076  .137* -117 .022 124 108 -

Note. *p < .05 (2-tailed), **p < .01 (2-tailed), ***p<.001

. PMLD = Post-Migration Living Difficulties, Child Sex (Girl = 1, Boy = 0).
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3.3 Multivariate Analyses

3.3.1 Direct Associations

A saturated path model was estimated to examine the hypothesized relationships
among economic stress, post-migration living difficulties, maternal mental health, and
child behavioral problems. Because the model was saturated, meaning it included all
possible direct and indirect paths among the observed variables, it reproduced the
observed covariance matrix exactly, resulting in a perfect model fit. As expected, fit
indices indicated a perfect fit to the data: Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 1.00, Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = .00, and Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual (SRMR) = .00. These indices reflect that the model had zero degrees of freedom
and, therefore, no discrepancy between the estimated and observed covariance structures.

In the final model, child behavior problems were predicted by economic stress (
=0.134,SE=0.063), PMLD ( =0.150, SE = 0.064), and maternal depression ( =0.296,
SE = 0.070). Maternal depression was predicted by economic stress (f = 0.309, SE =

0.065) and PMLD (B =0.307, SE = 0.068). See Figure 3.1 for complete associations.

3.3.2 Indirect Associations

The indirect relationships between external stress factors (economic stress and
PMLD) and child behavior problems through maternal depression were tested using 2000
bootstraps with 95% ClIs.

The analyses revealed several significant indirect effects for economic stress and
post-migration living difficulties (PMLD) on children’s behavior problems. Economic
stress showed a significant indirect effect on child behavior problems via maternal

depression (B = 0.091, 95% CI[0.046, 0.150])
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Similarly, PMLD was found to be indirectly related to child behavior problems
via maternal depression (f =0.091, 95% CI [0.040, 0.161]), indicating that higher levels
of PMLD were related to greater depression symptoms for mothers, which in turn related
to more behavior problems in children.

The data were not collected longitudinally and should be interpreted carefully

since these results cannot be assumed to be pure mediation (Agler & Boeck, 2017).

Figure 3.2 Saturated Path Model Depicting the Relationships Between Economic Stress

and Post-Migration Living Difficulties, and Child Behavior Problems Through Maternal

Depression
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Note. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p<.001. PMLD = Post-Migration Living Difficulties.
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4. DISCUSSION

This study examined the relationships between economic stress, post-migration
living difficulties (PMLD), maternal depression, and child behavior problems using the
Family Stress Model framework. The findings revealed that both economic stress and
PMLD were directly related to child behavior problems. Additionally, both economic
stress and post-migration living difficulties were indirectly related to child behavior
problems through maternal depression. These findings were discussed based on existing

literature and with the framework of the Family Stress Model.

4.1 Economic Stress and Maternal Depression

The results of the current study confirmed the hypothesis that higher levels of
economic stress were directly related to higher maternal depressive symptoms among
Syrian refugee mothers in Tiirkiye. This finding is in line with the literature showing the
negative impact of economic stress on maternal mental health (Heflin & Iceland, 2009;
Masarik & Conger, 2017). Increased economic stress due to the decreased ability to meet
basic needs such as food and housing has been documented as a risk factor for maternal
depression (Gard et al., 2020; Santiago et al., 2011). Consistent with the Family Stress
Model (FSM), the present findings suggest that economic stress has a negative effect on
maternal mental health (Belle & Doucet, 2003; Leung et al., 2015). Mothers may
experience hopelessness and low self-efficacy due to economic stress (e.g., food
insecurity), and these feelings may lead to more depressive symptoms (Whitaker et al.,
2006).

The findings are also consistent with studies conducted in refugee contexts. Syrian

refugee mothers in Tiirkiye, similar to those in Lebanon and Jordan, have reported high
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levels of depressive symptoms due to economic conditions (Arienliu et al., 2020; Cratsley
et al.,, 2021; Khamis, 2022). Refugee mothers experience economic stress mostly
chronically due to several factors, such as legal uncertainties and challenges to enter the
labor market (Akesson & Sousa, 2020; Hazer & Gredebick, 2023). Thus, the present
study provides empirical evidence that Syrian refugee mothers’ economic stress in
Tiirkiye is directly related to maternal depression.

Taken together, these findings confirm that for Syrian mothers in Tiirkiye,
increased economic stress not only limits material resources but also increases depressive
symptoms. This emphasized the importance of considering economic stress as a
multifaceted risk factor since daily structural challenges may negatively affect maternal

mental health.

4.2 Post-Migration Living Difficulties and Maternal Depression

The present findings confirmed the hypothesis that post-migration living
difficulties (PMLD) are positively related to maternal depressive symptoms among
Syrian refugee mothers in Tiirkiye. This is consistent with the daily stressors perspective,
which argues that daily chronic stressors after migration, such as discrimination or
difficulties accessing services, have a negative effect on mental health (Jannesari et al.,
2020; Miller & Rasmussen, 2017). Current results support the evidence that post-
migration conditions are one of the risk factors for worsened mental health of Syrian
refugees (Acarturk et al., 2021; Almeida et al., 2024).

The results may indicate that chronic challenges after migration can increase the
risk of maternal depression due to decreased perceived control and belonging, with the
negative effect of uncertainty, limited social support, and access to services. All these

difficulties related to acculturation and social integration, together with legal uncertainty,
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were linked to higher depressive symptoms among refugee mothers (Hou et al., 2020; Li
et al., 2016). The current findings contribute to the literature by confirming that these
challenges are related to maternal depression for Syrian refugee mothers living in
Tiirkiye.

Furthermore, this study integrated PMLD into the Family Stress Model (FSM)
since it helps explain how structural and contextual challenges affect maternal mental
health (Masarik & Conger, 2017). Our results support this adaptation; PMLD emerged as
a distinct stressor related to maternal depression, even when economic stress was
considered, showing that the challenges of being a refugee are an independent risk factor
for maternal depression. Recognizing PMLD is therefore essential for interventions,
solutions (e.g., access to services), and policies that may aim to reduce these post-
migration challenges to support maternal mental health (Hou et al., 2020; Miller &

Rasmussen, 2017)

4.3 Economic Stress and Child Behavior Problems

The results showed a direct relationship between economic stress and child
behavior problems. This finding aligns with previous research indicating that economic
stress can be directly related to children’s psychosocial health and confirms the
hypothesis of the current study (Conger et al., 2010; Gard et al., 2020).

The direct relationship between economic stress and child behavior problems
shows that economic stress itself may serve as an independent risk factor for child
behavioral difficulties aside from parental factors. Economic stress might reduce access
to enriching materials and activities, negatively affect the investment of mothers through
the environment to children due to the limited ability to provide the necessary resources

for growth and success (Becker, 2010; Bradley & Corwyn, 2004). Economic stress may
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affect children by reducing the quality of “the family’s standard of living (i.e., adequate
food, housing, clothing, medical care, etc.) and residing in a location that fosters a child’s
competent development” (Conger & Conger, 2008, p.68). Therefore, children may
experience economic stress through the natural environment they are in, regardless of
maternal mental health. Children living in better neighborhoods have more access to
better resources, schools, and an environment that includes good examples (e.g.,
playgrounds), thereby enhancing psychosocial well-being. A growing number of studies
focus on the direct effect of economic stress due to the environmental conditions (Ettekal
et al., 2020; Kamps, 2019; Kim et al., 2024; Simons & Steele, 2020; Zhang, 2021).
Considering the studies conducted with Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye showing that they
mostly live in low-quality neighborhoods due to economic challenges (Akcali, 2023;
Erdogan, 2017), economic stress can be considered as a proximal direct risk factor that is
related to child behavior problems since the environmental factors children are exposed
to might be directly related to children’s psychosocial health (Noonan et al., 2016; Simons
etal., 2016).

Besides the direct exposure to economic stress, children’s awareness of the
situation could be an important source of this direct relationship. Children may have their
own perceptions and experiences, since they are agents rather than passive actors, due to
the economic stress they feel, regardless of parental influences (Mistry & Elenbaas,
2021). Children start to develop a perception about their own socioeconomic status and
challenges faced by their families around age 4-5, might feel excluded and distressed due
to economic stress (Heberle & Carter, 2015; Redmond, 2008). Thus, considering the age
range of children in the current study (4-16), it is possible that children's own experiences

of economic stress may be a potential source of this direct relationship.
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Overall, these findings highlight that economic stress and child behavior problems
are directly related, possibly through both environmental exposure and children’s own
perceptions of their parents’ economic stress, independent of maternal depression. This
result shows the importance of interventions addressing structural and contextual factors,
such as housing quality and neighborhood resources, to decrease the negative effects of

economic stress and support refugee children’s psychosocial health.

4.4 Post-Migration Living Difficulties and Child Behavior Problems

This study aimed to expand the Family Stress Model (FSM) by integrating post-
migration living difficulties (PMLD) to better understand the unique external stressors
experienced by Syrian refugee families and their relationship with child behavior
problems. The results aligned with the FSM framework, and both direct and indirect
pathways provided evidence for the role of post-migration stressors of refugee mothers
and maternal depression in child psychosocial health.

Consistent with the literature, PMLD was related to child behavior problems both
directly and indirectly through maternal depression. Results showed that post-migration
challenges parents face might be directly related to children’s psychosocial health.
Although mothers reported their own challenges, children are observers who can be
affected by the existence of these problems. Children might witness the events parents
reported, such as discrimination or problems with legal authorities. Also, they may hear
it at home or from the media and also face similar challenges in their own environment
(e.g., discrimination at school) (Bernard et al., 2024; Mattelin et al., 2024). All these
factors can be the reason why parents’ post-migration challenges were directly related to
child behavior problems, as is shown in the literature (Pachter & Coll, 2009; Scharpf et

al., 2021).
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In sum, the direct relationship between PMLD and child behavior problems
emphasizes that these stressors extend beyond parental experiences and affect children’s
emotional and behavioral adjustment. Therefore, these post-migration stressors should be
addressed at the policy level to mitigate systemic and community-level factors that

children directly experience in order to promote their overall psychosocial well-being.

4.5 Maternal Depression and Child Behavior Problems

The results of the present study confirmed the hypothesis that maternal depression
is directly related to child behavior problems among Syrian refugee families in Tiirkiye.
Maternal depression has been found to negatively affect children’s emotional and
behavioral adjustment (Goodman et al., 2011; Lovejoy et al., 2000; Weissman et al.,
2006).

Current results indicated that higher levels of maternal depression were directly
related to elevated child behavior problems, aligning with the Family Stress Model
(FSM). Depressed mothers may show reduced emotional availability and engagement,
leading to increased behavior problems due to lower socioemotional skills (Bayer et
al.,2006; Dix & Meunier, 2009). This indicates that maternal depression transmits stress
to children through both emotional processes and disruptions in parenting practices
(Masarik & Conger, 2017).

Studies conducted with refugee populations also confirm these results. For
example, Peltonen and colleagues (2022) found that maternal depression significantly
predicted behavioral difficulties in Syrian refugee children. Similarly, Solmaz and
colleagues (2021) reported that maternal depression of refugee mothers was one of the
strongest predictors of children’s psychosocial problems. Our findings support the

existing evidence showing that refugee mothers’ depressive symptoms might directly

36



affect their children’s psychosocial health (Akesson & Sousa, 2020; Stevenson et al.,
2019).

Consistent with FSM, maternal depression emerges as a key risk factor that is
directly related to child behavior problems. Interventions aims supporting Syrian refugee
children’s psychosocial health must therefore prioritize maternal well-being (Eruyar et
al.,2018; Popham et al., 2023). Thus, maternal depression represents not only a risk factor
but also a potentially modifiable target for improving the resilience and adjustment of

refugee children.

4.6 Mediating Role of Maternal Depression

4.6.1 The Mediating Role of Maternal Depression in the Relationship Between
Economic Stress and Child Behavior Problems

The present study showed that Syrian refugee mothers’ economic stress and their
children’s behavior problems are indirectly related via maternal depression. This finding
is consistent with the Family Stress Model (Conger et al., 1992; Masarik & Conger,
2017), confirms the mediating role of maternal depression. In our model, higher economic
stress was related to increased depressive symptoms in Syrian refugee mothers, which in
turn was related to higher levels of child behavior problems. This indirect pathway is
consistent with previous research conducted in both general and refugee populations
(Bartoll-Roca et al., 2024; Gershoff et al., 2007; Peltonen et al., 2022).

One possible explanation for this indirect link is that the chronic economic stress
limits mothers’ capacity to maintain consistent and responsive parenting (Dix & Meunier,
2009; Lovejoy et al., 2000). Economic stress often leads to maternal depression with

negative feelings such as helplessness or shame (Belle & Doucet, 2003; Jespersen et al.,
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2023; Liebe et al., 2024). These negative feelings might decrease parental competence
and negatively affect parenting practices (Goodman et al., 2020; Mazza et al., 2016).
Consequently, depression may lead to reduced emotional availability in parenting,
increasing the likelihood of children developing behavior problems (Goodman et al.,
2011; Wachs et al., 2009).

Our findings also align with prior work in refugee settings, showing that refugee
mothers’ depressive symptoms play a mediating role between external stressors and child
behavior problems. Peltonen and colleagues (2022) found that maternal depression
mediated the link between economic situation and psychosocial difficulties among Syrian
refugee children. Arakelyan and Ager (2021) mentioned the negative effect of economic
conditions on child psychosocial health and the role of maternal depression. Also, Solmaz
and colleagues (2021) and Popham and colleagues (2024) showed the mediating role of
maternal depression for Syrian refugee families. To sum up, this finding shows that
maternal depression is a pathway through which economic stress may affect refugee
children’s behavior problems, along with the Family Stress Model.

These results highlight maternal depression as a critical factor to mitigate the
potential negative effect of economic stress on children (Shaw et al., 2009). Intervention
programs that aim to decrease refugee mothers’ depression may help buffer the negative
effects of economic stress on child behavior problems (Silva-Rodrigues et al., 2022).
Thus, the current findings are consistent with FSM and also practically relevant,
suggesting that the importance of integrating economic and psychosocial support could

be particularly effective for refugee families feeling economic stress.
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4.6.2 The Mediating Role of Maternal Depression in the Relationship Between Post-
Migration Living Difficulties and Child Behavior Problems

The observed positive association between post-migration living difficulties
(PMLD) and maternal depression aligns closely with the Family Stress Model (FSM),
which posits that external stressors undermine parental psychological well-being, leading
to disruptions in parenting and adverse child outcomes (Conger & Elder, 1994; Masarik
& Conger, 2017). In this framework, PMLD, such as legal insecurity, discrimination, and
social isolation, function as chronic stressors that increase maternal emotional distress,
reducing their capacity for responsive and consistent parenting. This, in turn, elevates the
risk of behavioral and emotional problems in children.

Empirical evidence supports this pathway. Studies have shown that post-
migration stressors significantly predict maternal depressive symptoms among refugee
populations (Hedstrom et al., 2021; Turun¢ & Kisbu, 2025; Zhang et al., 2023).
Furthermore, maternal depression has been identified as a key mediator linking PMLD to
child psychosocial difficulties (Scharpf et al., 2021), consistent with FSM’s stress-to-
parenting mechanism. These findings underscore the importance of considering both
structural and psychological processes when examining child development in refugee
contexts.

In summary, these findings reinforce FSM’s applicability beyond economic stress,
highlighting its flexibility to incorporate context-specific stressors such as PMLD. They
also point to maternal mental health as a critical intervention target for mitigating the

negative impact of post-migration challenges on child development.
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4.7 Strengths and Limitations

One of the most important strengths of the present study is its focus on Syrian
refugee mothers living in Tirkiye, a population that remains underrepresented in
empirical research despite the need for focus. To our knowledge, this is the first study to
test the Family Stress Model (Conger et al., 1992) with both economic stress and post-
migration living difficulties (PMLD) as parallel stressors in this context. Additionally,
the inclusion of PMLD extends the FSM by integrating stressors such as discrimination
or legal insecurity, which are particularly unique to refugees, and offering a more context-
specific adaptation of the model. Moreover, the study conceptualizes economic stress as
a wider spectrum, including different economic experiences of mothers and food
insecurity as a central component of economic stress.

The findings confirmed both direct and indirect pathways predicted by FSM: (1)
economic stress was related to child behavior problems both directly and indirectly
through maternal depression, and (2) PMLD was directly and indirectly related to child
behavior problems indirectly through maternal depression, confirming the approach of
integrating PMLD into FSM. The present study provides empirical evidence for the
multifaceted nature of refugee mothers’ stress and contributes to the literature by showing
the importance of external stressors in the refugee context.

There are also some limitations that need to be considered when evaluating the
results of the study. The study was conducted in a cross-sectional design, and longitudinal
studies are needed to make causal comments about the results. The depth, persistence,
and timing of these external stressors can be measured longitudinally in future studies.
For example, parents may develop strategies to protect their children from short-term

challenges. However, its cumulative, deeper/continuous nature and timing for the mothers
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(e.g., prenatal period) or child (e.g., infancy) can lead to negative consequences for both
parents and children (Barajas et al., 2008; de Laat et al., 2018; Ferschmann et al., 2024;
Gonzalez et al., 2023).

All measurements in the study were taken from the mothers. In order to prevent
measurement bias, it would be a good option to take measurements from the child in
future studies. Another important point here is that since the study was conducted with
refugee mothers, there is a possibility of security concerns, fear of stigmatization, or
social desirability.

The sample size of the study can be considered another limitation. Due to the
sensitivity of the topic and barriers preventing the reach of more participants, a smaller
number of participants than expected resulted. Additionally, the same reasons led to the
inclusion of all participants who met the criteria, without diving into the diversity of the
refugee population. Participants reported that they reside in different cities in Tiirkiye and
have spent different amounts of time there. Studies mainly focus on these factors, which
may reach different results since, for instance, families living in Istanbul might have

different perceptions of external stressors than families in smaller cities.

4.8 Implications and Future Directions

The current study focuses on the relationship between the external stressors of
Syrian refugee mothers living in Tiirkiye and child psychosocial health through maternal
mental health using the Family Stress Model framework. Several key findings have been
found that both align with and challenge the hypotheses. Results offer contributions and
implications for research, intervention, and policies.

If the findings of this thesis are to be evaluated in the applied field, the first point

that can be emphasized is the importance of maternal mental health. Maternal depression
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was directly negatively related to the child's behavioral problems, and its mediating role
has also been found (Eruyar et al., 2018). Lee (2022) emphasized the need for
interventions focused on maternal depression to help reduce the negative effects of
disrupted positive parenting on child psychosocial health, along with anti-poverty
programs (Silva-Rodrigues et al., 2022). “Perhaps interventions are needed that support
caregivers by addressing their mental health problems, reducing external stressors, and
enabling an environment in which they have the resources to parent supportively”
(Popham et al., 2023, p.219).

When evaluated at the policy level, one of the most important findings of this
study is the integration of Post-Migration Living Difficulties (PMLD) into the Family
Stress Model (FSM). Daily post-migration stressors, such as lack of social support or
difficulty accessing services, were found to be negatively related to child behavior
problems through maternal depression. In this context, it is clear that these post-migration
difficulties cannot be solved only with individual or family-based interventions (Sahin et
al., 2020). In particular, solutions for the uncertainties caused by the "temporary
protection" status and ensuring their access to a permanent and secure legal status are also
vital (Erdogan, 2022). In addition, public awareness campaigns, media language
transformations, and policy initiatives to increase social cohesion should be developed to
reduce the negative attitudes that refugees face in their daily lives. Changes must be made
to the structural conditions that are the sources of these stressors. Otherwise,
psychological support for families will have limited effects, and insecurity will continue
to put pressure on mental health. Therefore, the psychological well-being of refugee
parents and children is possible not only through psychosocial interventions but also

through structural steps to be taken at the policy level.
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It should not be ignored that important developments occurred for Syrian refugees
during the study period. Especially after December 8, 2024, a new period has begun for
Syrian refugee families (UNHCR, 2025). After developments in Syria in December 2024,
thousands of families have returned to their homeland (Refugees Association, 2025), but
millions of families continue to live in Tiirkiye and other countries. The reintegration
processes of families who returned to Syria after a decade, the magnitude of deprivation
there, and the potential negative effects of external stressors continue in a completely
different structure. Similarly, for families in Tiirkiye, the uncertainty of the future, in
addition to the current stressful conditions, is deeper than ever (Bunn et al., 2023). The
current study shows the importance of considering the context by integrating post-
migration living difficulties into the Family Stress Model. Now, future studies should also
consider the inclusion of the intention/decision to return and various stress factors that
affect this decision.

In conclusion, the current study shows the relationships between daily economic
and post-migration stressors on the psychosocial well-being of Syrian refugee mothers
and children in Tiirkiye. By integrating these context-specific difficulties into the Family
Stress Model, the study not only extends theoretical understanding but also offers
practical implications for intervention and policy. Supporting maternal mental health is
essential for improving child outcomes, yet sustainable change requires structural
solutions that address the root causes of economic hardship and post-migration
challenges. Improving the lives of Syrian refugee families requires a multi-level approach
to combine family-based psychosocial interventions with broader policy applications to

foster resilience and stability for mothers and children.
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APPENDIX A. DEMOGRAPHICS QUESTIONNAIRE

Date of birth
Age
In which year did you arrive in Tirkiye?
Education level
e [ am literate (Arabic).
e Primary school graduate
e Middle school graduate
e High school graduate
e University/graduate degree

Turkish language proficiency

e Al
e A2
e BI
e B2
e Cl
e C2

Number of people living in your household
How many of them are employed?
Marital status
e Married
e Divorced
e Spouse is deceased
e Spouse is missing/unknown
How many children do you have?
Do you receive financial assistance from any organization/institution?

If yes, please specify the amount. (Answering this question is optional. If you do not want
to provide the exact amount, you may indicate an approximate amount.)

75



Do you receive any non-financial assistance from any organization/institution?
If yes, please specify the type and content of the assistance.

“In this study, we kindly ask you to provide information about only one of your children
who is currently attending primary school. Please indicate the date of birth of the child
you will consider when answering the questions.”

Date of Birth (DD/MM/YYYY):

Please indicate the last grade level your child completed:

Child’s sex
e Female
e Male

e Prefer not to say
City you currently live in
How would you describe your economic situation in Syria before migrating to Tiirkiye?
e Very poor
e Poor
e Neither good nor bad
e Good
e Very good
How would you describe your current economic situation in Tiirkiye?
e Very poor
e Poor
e Neither good nor bad
e Good

e Very good
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APPENDIX B. ECONOMIC STRESS SCALE EXAMPLE QUESTIONS

This questionnaire aims to assess the financial stress you have experienced over the past
12 months. Please read the following statements and answer "yes" or "no" to each. This
will help us understand your and your family's financial situation and the difficulties you
have faced during this period.
e In the past 12 months, was there a time when you or anyone in your household
needed to see a doctor or go to the hospital but did not go? (Yes/No)
e In the past 12 months, have you or any family members received free food or
meals because there was not enough money? (Yes/No)
e In the past 12 months, have you borrowed money from friends or family to help
pay bills? (Yes/No)
This questionnaire aims to assess the economic stress you have experienced over the past
four weeks. Please read the following statements and answer "yes" or "no" to each. This
will help us understand your and your family's financial situation and the difficulties you
have faced during this period.
¢ In the past 4 weeks, have you or any family member living with you at home have
to eat a limited variety of food due to a lack of available resources? (Yes/No)
¢ In the past 4 weeks, did you or any family member living with you at home have
to eat some foods that you really did not want to eat because of a lack of available
resources to obtain other types of food? (Yes/No)
¢ In the past 4 weeks, did you or any family member living with you at home have
to eat a smaller meal than you felt you needed because there was not enough food
available? (Yes/No)
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APPENDIX C. POST-MIGRATION LIVING DIFFICULTIES

QUESTIONNAIRE EXAMPLE QUESTIONS

Below is a list of difficulties that refugees sometimes experience in Tiirkiye.

Thinking about your time in Tiirkiye, please indicate how often you have experienced the
following in the last 12 months (No, it was not a problem, or did not happen / Minor
problem / Moderately serious problem / Serious problem / Extremely serious problem)

Communication difficulties

Discrimination

Conflicts with your own/other ethnic groups in Turkey
Separation from family

Worries about family back at home
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APPENDIX D. PATIENT HEALTH QUESTIONNAIRE EXAMPLE

QUESTIONS

During the past two weeks, how often have you experienced any of the following
problems? (0 = Not at all, 1 = Several days, 2 = More than half days, 3 = Nearly every
day)

e Having little interest or pleasure in doing things

e Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless

e Having trouble falling or staying asleep, or sleeping too much
e Feeling tired or having little energy
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APPENDIX E. STRENGTHS AND DIFFICULTIES SCALE EXAMPLE

QUESTIONS

Below are a variety of statements that may be relevant to your child. For each
sentence, check one of the boxes: Not True, Partially True, or Completely True. Please
give your answers by considering your child's behavior in the last 6 months
Restless and overactive, cannot sit still for long periods of time
Frequent complaints of headaches, stomach aches, and nausea
Frequent tantrums or excessively irritable.

More alone, tends to play alone.
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