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New Roots (Nye Rødder RSV) is a socioeconomic 
company, that has worked with nature- and com-
munity-based rehabilitation of traumatised refu-
gees since 2014.

New Roots was founded by nature therapist 
and Bachelor in nutrition and health, Lotta Wilson 
Bruun and trauma- and psychotherapist Sasja Iza 
Christensen.

GROW is the name of the rehabilitation pro-
gram developed by Lotta and Sasja, and was the 
focus of a research project in collaboration with the 
Institute for Geoscience and Nature Management, 
the University of Copenhagen, the Centre of Com-
petence for Transcultural Psychiatry, the Region of 
Copenhagen as well as five different councils.

The focus group for GROW is refugees with 
Danish residency, who show signs of PTSD, an-
xiety and/or depression.

The work was carried out in Hallingelille 
Eco-Village in Mid-Zealand in Denmark; a com-
munity of approx. 60 adults and 30 children. 
Surrounding the 25 houses are meadows, fields, 
woods, horse and sheep smallholdings, lake and 
planting areas.
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Foreword 1
New approaches to  
integration and meaningfulness

By Mette Blauenfeldt
Department manager, DRC Danish Refugee Council

We have been receiving refugees in Denmark for 
many years.

DRC Danish Refugee Help was established in 1956 
in order to receive the first Hungarian refugees that 
came to Denmark after the Soviet invasion. At that 
time, it was imagined that the organisation would be 
dissolved shortly afterwards, when the Hungarians 
were well established in Danish society.

This is not what happened. Denmark has since 
received refugees from places involving many of the 
world’s crises and experience has shown that integra-
tion is not always as easy and straightforward as we 
perhaps imagined in 1956.

The UNHCR this year estimated, that about 80 
million people are either displaced in their own coun-
try or on the run.

Refugees in Denmark come from very different 
backgrounds - nationality, ethnicity, history and indi-
vidual strengths and weaknesses. Many of them have 
seen and experienced things that few Danes have and 
luckily, they never will.

The experience of war, escape, torture and a great 
deal of loss can make integration and acclimatising, 
that all refugees must go through, extraordinarily dif-
ficult for some and perhaps it will never be fully ac-
complished. This can be difficult for many Danes to 

understand, when they themselves feel that they live 
in the greatest country in the world, why others who 
come here, don’t feel the same.

Perhaps this is because some of the experiences 
that refugees have in their baggage, overshadows 
this kind of insight and experience.

In Denmark, refugees are introduced to a welfare 
system that is unique, but is also unrecognisable in 
most other countries in the world. This influences sig-
nificantly the way we meet refugees – the state and 
councils are responsible for a large part of the work, 
which can make it difficult for many neighbours, col-
leagues and the local community to figure out how 
much responsibility they need to take and what they 
can offer. When should a colleague ask how it is going 
with the youngest in nursery, or is the wife okay and 
has she settled in, in the neighbourhood? 

This is why it is unique that in Denmark there are 
many well established voluntary organisations that 
have taken upon themselves this part of the integra-
tion task. To recruit volunteers who like to use time 
and energy on introducing new citizens with a re-
fugee background, to the Danish and local facilities. 
They can offer a community and a network that can 
be essential for each family’s belief in and possibility 
for a new life in Denmark.

In this way, a new meaningful existence that all re-
fugee families are required to find here, needs to be 
helped via professionals, volunteers, the local com-
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Foreword 2
Nature – a democratic 
privilege?

munity, employment and politics. Therefore, it is im-
portant that we constantly work on finding new ways 
and new methods to assist this meaningfulness.

“Growing roots together”, is just such an example 
of new ways of working with integration and healing 
of refugees with trauma. We introduce methods that 
address the body - healthy food, fresh air, working 
in nature; and the psyche - new relations, communi-
ty, and new meaning in everyday life and in helping 
something to grow.

For refugees with trauma, the road to successful 
integration and a new everyday life in Denmark is 
even longer, and there are many roads to get there.

This book is a very good contribution to how to 
make it possible to combine the professional with the 
voluntary, treatment with community and presence, 
the clinical with nature.

By Lasse Thomas Edlev,  
Author, Nature Instructor and Nature Therapist

Over the last few years, many research studies have 
shown again and again, that nature has an essen-
tial role in humans’ health and well-being – physical, 
psychological and social (Edlev 2015, 2019). The 
fruits of nature are not, however, evenly distributed; 
for some people, nature can almost seem to be out 
of reach.

Inequality in access to nature and health can be 
seen as a democratic problem that requires atten-
tion.

One day almost 20 years ago, a meeting with 
Ibrahim from Rwanda makes it crystal-clear how 
difficult it can be for a refugee to simply enjoy na-
ture. Ibrahim is 33 years old and has recently come 
to Denmark where he is studying as a pedagogue 
at the social-pedagogue college where I, during the 
2000’s, teach nature and outdoor life.

During a visualisation exercise, I ask Ibrahim and 
his fellow students to recall a nature-experience 
from their childhood. The intention is to investigate 
what our childhood memories can say about our re-
lation and connection to nature.

Ibrahim attempts wholeheartedly to find a na-
ture experience from his childhood in Rwanda, only 
to conclude that he does not remember one single 
example. He does not even remember that nature 
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played any kind of meaningful role in his childhood 
environment.

“There are lots of dogs, but they are wild so we 
try to keep a stone’s throw away from them. We 
don’t voluntarily walk through long grass and if we 
come across a snake then we have to be extra care-
ful. Many walk around armed with a stick and when 
it is dark, we only go where there is artificial light-
ing.”

Ibrahim knows that there are people who live off 
of the land in Rwanda. But their crops are fenced in 
and constantly guarded to keep wild animals away 
from the house and pets. Ibrahim heard once about 
a white woman who lived with the monkeys out in 
the jungle and gave them food. No one understands 
this in his country where people are starving. The 
woman ends up being murdered.

After having come to Denmark as an adult, it is 
apparent for Ibrahim that nature in his country is 
magnificent - especially if you have the opportunity 
to experience it in a nature reserve with an armed 
guide. In Denmark he is amazed to see that dogs 
and cats are kept as pets and sometimes together. 
This was beyond his imagination.

When Ibrahim goes on a school trip with the lan-
guage school, he asks several times if it is safe and 
are there any wild animals or dangerous snakes. 
For Ibrahim, nature from his childhood represents 
something dark and dangerous, a habitat for wild 
animals, thieves, robbers and supernatural powers. 
He suggests however that children today growing 
up in Rwanda probably have a different take on na-
ture because of widespread electronic media.

As a college teacher, Ibrahim’s story made a big 
impression on me. I had been cheerfully teaching 
the so-called “Savannah Theory” which, very con-
cisely, assumes that humans have an evolutionary 
hereditary preference for landscapes that remind 
us of the Savannah (Orians 1980): open landscape, 
dispersed with trees, where our ancestors have 

lived for hundreds of thousands of years. This is the 
exact same nature-type as East Africa, where Ibra-
him has grown up.

Humans’ preference for landscapes which re-
mind us of the Savannah, can amongst other things 
explain the way in which we form our gardens, 
parks and cemeteries with clear views and singular 
trees and bushes, all over the world. Despite there 
possibly being truth to the Savannah theory, Ibra-
him’s story shows us that upbringing and cultural 
background play an essential role for our prefe-
rences for nature and for the ways in which we feel 
attracted to it.

Ibrahim tolerated the compulsory course in 
Nature and Outdoor Life, but he did not choose 
this subject as a further study area. I realised that 
my teachings, that were targeted towards ethnic 
Danes, fell short. During an attempt to learn more, 
I stumbled across a study of how young people in 
multi-ethnic Danish housing estates use their out-
door areas:

Generally, the boys are outside in the open more 
than girls and they use many more hang-out and 
meeting places. A general characteristic for the 
boys is that they often hang out without notice-
ably doing very much. The young ethnic minority 
girls do not hang out like the boys, but move visi-
bly around in the outdoor areas, as they want to be 
seen by the surrounding people, in order to main-
tain a good image. It is mostly only on the sports 
pitches and sports playgrounds, that both genders 
are found (Schytte 2008).

Attempts to involve young people in the idea of 
developing outdoor areas had different results for 
the areas of Gjellerup, Vollsmose and Outer Nør-
rebro. Vollsmose had the greatest success, where 
a committee of young people had contributed to 
the development of a sports playground. The study 
concluded that it is a good investment to count 
on an outdoor environment, that can both encom-
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pass physical activity as well as a more secluded 
togetherness.

In a good and democratically ethical spirit, it is 
our job to ensure that everyone has a healthy li-
ving environment and richer natural surroundings. 
This means that we, as nature guides, outdoor 
guides and nature therapists need to work with a 
large spectrum of society. This includes ensuring 
that people with another ethnic background gain 
increased access to and insight into nature. This re-
quires new ways of thinking of the activities and 
frameworks we offer - not least that we notice our 
tendency to overlook. It is clear that a project such 
as New Roots inspires and shows us the possibility 
to take by the hand those who are vulnerable or 
who have not experienced safe, Danish nature from 
the start. 

In this handbook, “Growing roots together”, we 
find both hopeful experience and practical solu-
tions. Despite this book focusing on rehabilitation 
of traumatised refugees, presenting thoughts and 
methodologies are highly relevant for working 
with many other minimalised and vulnerable target 
groups.

This book shows how nature can be introduced 
to people with few resources, who have grown up 
with a different and perhaps unsafe landscape and 
where nature can be used to reduce a stressed ner-
vous system and can allow courage and happiness 
to grow. It also gives concrete approaches to how 
health activities, that do not necessarily have an ob-
vious worth for every culture, can be integrated and 
encourage development. Moreover, this book gives 
suggestions for how relations, community and ac-
ceptance can play an important role in building up 
security and meaningfulness. 

With “Growing roots together”, we who work 
in the field of nature and outdoor life, pedagogy 
and therapy have a handbook full of practical uses 
and thorough reflection. I can only fully agree with 
what is written in the introduction, that this book 

can be a great inspiration for psychologists, psy-
chotherapists, nature therapists, physiotherapists, 
treatment- and employment efforts, councils, refu-
gee organisations and therapy gardens. Good luck 
with your projects!
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Introduction 

Turn the situation around. 
In 2014 and 2016 the international Save The Children 
released a short film which follows a completely ordi-
nary girl from the West, from a normal and secure life 
to unrest and armed conflict in the country. We are 
taken on a violent escape where she experiences life 
in a refugee camp, escaping over the sea, separation 
from and the loss of her parents and ending with her 
arrival to a new country with her little brother (”Most 
shocking second a day”).

It is a provoking film, because it forces us to take 
the place of a refugee, feel the pain and the violent 
situations and to look ourselves in the eye.

This book is not about refugee children, but it 
does ask the reader for an open mind and heart to 
how it could be to be a refugee in this country - with a 
traumatic past, an extremely difficult present and an 
insecure future. This book asks the reader to immerse 
oneself in a refugee’s universal and primitive needs, 
and in how these needs can be met and fulfilled. With 
this challenge comes a belief that all individuals, com-
munities and societies will benefit from it. 

This book is a result of practice and has as its 
mission, to inspire practice. It is also built on an un-
derstanding of trauma and an understanding of how 
nature can be healing. It does not have the answer, 
or the one and only solution to how best we can help 
traumatised refugees in society, but it points in a di-
rection for rehabilitation, that addresses some of the 

barriers that can transpire in a clinical setting, a job 
centre or work experience.

From 2014 – 2020, New Roots have experimented 
with, developed and studied how it could be for ex-
posed refugees that live with trauma, to use nature, 
community and a stronger personal compass as a 
new way to grow roots.

Nature is the ”new” element that is gaining more 
and more attention for its de-stressing and healing 
effects. But it is also an element that has been in front 
of our noses the whole time, and was the “woods that 
we couldn’t see for the trees”. This book will help to 
make our sight a little clearer. 

This handbook is intended for those who are look-
ing for inspiration and understanding of how nature 
and community can advantageously form a founda-
tion for a well-rounded rehabilitation of traumatised 
refugees. For example, this could be for integration 
projects, psychologists and psychotherapists, nature 
therapists, physiotherapists, treatment- and employ-
ment efforts, councils, refugee organisations and 
therapy gardens. Some readers will already have a 
good knowledge base of the field of trauma or re-
fugees, while others have green competencies. The 
book is written so that it can reach as many different 
disciplines as possible. 

The structure of the book
The book is in three parts, which begins theoretical-
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ly and gradually becomes more methodological and 
practical.
 ❚ Part one describes the target group, its terms 

and its challenges. 
 ❚ Part two describes in three sections the three 

methodological keys; nature, relationship and 
community as well as the personal compass. 

 ❚ Part three describes the structure and develop-
ment of GROW and the main activities used in 
the programs. 

Expert contributions, written by professionals with 
more expertise in certain areas than I have, as the 
main author, are provided throughout. In this way, it 
is hoped to communicate brand new knowledge at a 
highly professional standard. 

THANK YOU to
All of the competent contributors and co-authors of 
the book, and an extra thank you to Dorthe Varning 
Poulsen for your support and having been involved up 
until now! Thank you to all the participants over the 
years, and thank you for the continued friendships. A 
big thank you to Shani for our discussions and to Ditte 
Marcher for important teachings. Thank you to Lot-
ta, Sekita, Solvejg, Mahmoud, Nariman, Bilal, Masood, 
Sigurd, Hallingelille, Bjørn, Mira and Sirius for your 
priceless support and inspiration. Thank you to Adnan 
and Jørgen, who now reside beyond the clouds.

September 2020
Sasja Iza Christensen
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Introduction

Never before have so many people on the planet been 
displaced and on the run. At the time of writing, they 
number about 80 million people in total

Unrest and war are the reason so many people are 
on the run. Their migration is not limited to the Mid-
dle East or Africa, but spreads over many continents, 
including also South America and Asia. We are in the 
middle of a global and collective refugee crisis. 

In Denmark a study (LG Insight for Socialstyrelsen, 2013) 
concluded that 30 – 45 per cent of the refugees who re-
side here, live with trauma, and another study concluded 
that 43 per cent of Syrian refugees suffer from PTSD, 40 
per cent have depression and 26 per cent suffer from anxi-
ety (Thøgersen et al. 2020).

Trauma follows conflict and war. Complex PTSD with 
disabling recurring flashbacks, insomnia, physical 
symptoms as well as sparse Danish competencies 
and a lack of a network, complicates their existence 
in and integration into Danish society. But the situa-
tion is even more complicated.In some cultures and 
populations, mass conflict and suppression has been 
a part of life for many generations and in this way, 
parents, grandparents and great-grandparents have 
been traumatised to greater or lesser degrees. We 
know today that children of parents with trauma have 
a greater risk of becoming secondarily traumatised. 
The way that parents, both physically and psycholog-
ically are affected by trauma in their daily life, the way 
in which they speak or don’t speak about the trau-
matic experiences with their children, and the way 

one is able to react and respond emotionally, all has 
an impact on the child and its risk for being trauma-
tised.

Moreover, newer research in epigenetics show that 
trauma reactions can be implanted in an unborn foe-
tus, still residing in its mother’s womb. In studies with 
mice, the young of early traumatised mice showed 
the same symptoms, such as especially high acute 
stress response, in up to the following four genera-
tions (Mansuy, pp. 408-415).

The general picture shows that some refugees can 
be dealing with both their own experienced traumas 
and generational trauma passed on to them, and ad-
ditionally they can be carrying a collective trauma 
from the times we are living in. Trauma alone is in-
credibly complex and involves more than one indi-
vidual’s range of symptoms.

On top of this is social conditioning, cultural dif-
ferences and view of health, which also are necessary 
subjects to be aware of, if you want to get close to 
understanding and accommodating the totality of 
the challenges that this target group, of which it is 
attempted to describe in this handbook, have. 

In Part one, there will primarily be given a back-
ground understanding of trauma, PTSD, symptoms 
and after-effects. Thereafter, some of the additional 
stressors for refugees will be highlighted, including 
those that occur from interaction between exposed 
refugees and the Danish system.
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Landscape of Trauma

BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE. What is 
trauma and PTSD? The word trauma stems 
from the Greek wound, or damage. We still 
use the word trauma to describe physical 
damage, but Sigmund Freud implemented 
its use as a psychological concept, to 
illustrate a violent event e.g. violence and 
war, or overwhelming and violent incidents 
that are life-threatening in character

By Erling Groth, Psychologist and Department Man-
ager of Clinic for Traumatised Refugees, Region of 
Sjælland, Denmark, and Sasja Iza Christensen.

PTSD stands for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder – a 
reaction that results from trauma. 

PTSD is a psychological affliction that has been 
understood for some time – not always as PTSD, but 
with differing titles. Already during the time of the 
American Civil War (1861-1865), there were descrip-
tions of symptoms that referred to what we now call 
PTSD. During World War I there were similar symp-
toms that were described as Shell Shock. During and 
after World War II, we became familiar with Concen-
tration-Camp Syndrome and War Sailor Syndrome. 
Both syndromes had the same symptomology as 
PTSD. After the Vietnam War, it became even more 
apparent that war could lead to certain symptoms, 

when up to around 50 per cent of Vietnam Veterans 
were thought to suffer from PTSD. During that time, 
many of the PTSD treatment methods we know of 
today were developed.

Not everyone who has experienced a trauma be-
comes diagnosed with PTSD. We know that appar-
ently 30 – 45 per cent of refugees have experienced 
trauma to a greater or lesser extent, but not all of them 
develop treatment-required PTSD. We also know that 
if there is an accumulation of traumas alongside at-
tachment trauma, then the risk of developing PTSD 
and more chronic PTSD is greater. 

The risk of developing PTSD is ten times more likely 
for refugees with trauma, than for a regular population .

Refugees with PTSD as a group, is among the 
most overloaded patient group in the Danish Health 
Sector and is often characterized as having extensive 
psychological, social and physical difficulties. The 
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degree of strain and complexity of this group means 
that it is seldom a matter of one psychological state 
alone, and many suffer from comorbid pain and phys-
ical functioning limitations. On top of this, somatic 
and psychological symptoms that relate to PTSD can 
be apparent. Because of the complexity of the symp-
toms, there is often a large risk of diagnostic error 
and incorrect treatment. 

Despite an individual having been exposed to a se-
rious traumatic event, for most cases, this will not re-
sult in PTSD. There isn’t one simple explanation for why 
some people develop PTSD while others do not. There 
is a complex interaction between the character of the 
violent event, scope and duration and the individual’s 
options for processing the repercussions. Practically 
speaking, anyone who is exposed to sufficiently high 
levels of stress and trauma will eventually develop PTSD. 

Symptoms of PTSD and cognitive consequences
PTSD can arise from one or more traumatic/trigger-
ing experiences. A type of accumulation over a num-
ber of years can occur, where it is the last experience 
that is the triggering factor that can result in the clas-
sic symptoms known as the core symptoms of PTSD.

 ❚ Flashback symptoms: recurring re-experiencing 
of the trauma in flashbacks, nightmares or insi-
stent memories. 

 ❚ Avoidance behaviour in relation to anything that 
can trigger trauma-related memories/feelings or 
sensations. This can often be unconscious, so a 
feeling of discomfort can lead to avoidance of 
that which stimulates discomfort. 

 ❚ Part or complete amnesia related to the trau-
matic experience(s) or long-term symptoms 
of over-sensitivity or acute stress response, 
e.g. difficulties with falling or remaining asleep, 
irritability, mood swings, concentration difficul-
ties, hypervigilance (an exaggerated need to be 
on guard) and a feeling of constantly being in 
danger. 

From the last updated International Classification of 
Diseases, ICD-11, the following symptoms of complex 
PTSD were listed: disturbances in affect regulation, 
negative self-image and relational difficulties. 

A neuro-biological explanation of these symptoms 
can be described as structural changes in the brain 
after violent trauma:

The Amygdala is a small area in the brain’s tempo-
ral lobes, that cope with fear and defence mechanisms, 
and brings the body into acute stress response. The 
area is essential so that we can appropriately assess our 
surroundings. Following trauma, it can be observed that 
activity in the Amygdala increases: it scans for danger 
and is activated by the smallest sign of danger. 

Another part of the brain that changes following 
trauma is called the Broca’s area. Its function is re-
lated to the ability to formulate language and it is 
this area that makes it possible to verbally describe 
experiences. After traumatic experiences, the activity 
level of the Broca’s area drops, and it becomes more 
difficult to verbally describe what happened. 

The Hippocampus is like the brain’s library and is 
important for saving recollections in the memory in 
a time-accurate fashion. Following trauma, it can be 
observed from scans that all of the structures of this 
area of the brain are altered. 

Amongst many of those who are trauma-affected, 
cognitive difficulties in the form of concentration pro-
blems is widespread, as well as difficulties with short-
term memory. Many traumatised refugees therefore 
have difficulties learning another language and further-
more, we see many who are illiterate, who cannot read 
in their own language. This of course makes learning 
even more challenging in all kinds of ways. Lastly, the at-
tempt to avoid being reminded of what has happened, 
fills a large part of daily activity and can give additional 
barriers to learning and integration. 

Trauma and memory
Traumatic memories do not become personal sto-
ries that can be told. Memories are re-experienced as 
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bodily reactions and flashbacks (recurring pictures 
of the events) that resemble those same experien-
ces that happened originally. Time is no longer linear, 
as the individual is back at the time of the traumatic 
event. The present is not easily available.

On the one hand, the visual, physical and emotion-
al experiences of the traumatic event is burned into 
the person’s memory, while on the other hand, it can-
not be verbalised. 

The body reacts, for example, to scents, sound, 
smells, touch and taste sensations. Sensations that do 
not necessarily have any direct relation to the original 
trauma, but that release a violent recurrence reaction 
that again releases anxiety and retains the body with-
in an acute stress response.

A certain colour on a wall, a coincidental sound, 
a reflex, something that generally reminds of some-
thing they have experienced can be fear-inducing. It 
is possible in therapy to examine why a certain colour 
or sound can stimulate fear. 

Because of this chronic highly activated state, a 
traumatised person can end up losing their ability to 
use the body’s reactions as dependable signals, with 
relation to occurrences in the present situation and to 
self-understanding. 

We know, however from scans, that effective 
treatment can lead to the recovery of these func-
tions, and the sizes of the three brain structures can 
be re-established. 

Trauma and the body
The body reacts to small stimuli and impressions, 
without us being aware of it. The body can signifi-
cantly overreact to sensory impressions, after having 
experienced trauma, where it can be difficult to un-
derstand why. 

In order to understand, we first must understand 
parts of our nervous system. Our autonomous ner-
vous system looks after our survival by regulating our 
heart activity, breathing, digestion, body temperature 
and survival impulses, etc. The autonomous nervous 

system has two opposing systems that work together 
in order to retain balance in the body – the parasym-
pathetic and the sympathetic nervous system. The 
sympathetic nervous system prepares the body to 
act resolutely in relation to danger. The sympathetic 
nervous system is active when we are stressed and 
we sense danger. 

In this state we can experience:
 ❚ Fast pulse
 ❚ Fast breathing
 ❚ High blood pressure
 ❚ Increased blood flow to the muscles
 ❚ Sweating and goosebumps, dryness of the mouth
 ❚ Increased activity in the brain, more energy etc.

When PTSD-affected individuals are encouraged to 
increase their physical activity level, they end up with 
the same bodily reactions that they wish to avoid. 
Therefore, in this light, it can be very important to be 
aware that these described physiological reactions 
can be activated and can induce anxiety. This can be 
a good reason for offering different physical activities 
that do not provoke the nervous system. 

The parasympathetic nervous system is in charge 
of restitution of the body, and is active during rest.

When we sleep, relax, meditate and stretch or 
move to de-stress, we are supporting the parasym-
pathetic nervous system to regulate blood pressure, 
pulse and heart rhythm, plus more. 

When the parasympathetic system is active, we can 
have:
 ❚ Steady calm pulse
 ❚ Slow breathing
 ❚ Bodily comfort
 ❚ Low blood pressure
 ❚ Calm brain activity

During treatment, if we try to activate the parasym-
pathetic system too early, the brain can experience 
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this as reduced defence and this will activate the 
sympathetic nervous system again. This is why it is 
important to work slowly with relaxation activities.

An overloaded nervous system and a long-term 
production of stress hormones can harm the body in 
a number of ways. 

Many refugees experience back and neck pro-
blems, breathing difficulties, headaches and migraine, 
lack of appetite and disrupted digestion, high blood 
pressure, amnesia, nausea and muscle pain. This af-
fects health and the ability to function and gives 
many a feeling of being “sick”. Read more about this 
on p. 78 (Personal Compass)

Trauma and social- as well as emotional challenges
After being subjected to different types of atrocities 
carried out by people, it can be especially hard to trust 
others and very hard to enter a close relationship. The 
literature (Van der Hart, Nijehuis og Steele, 2006) de-
scribes that in a treatment context, it can take up to 
two years to form a safe treatment framework, before 
it can be possible to relate to the traumatic experi-
ences. When people have been subjected to extreme 
violence, it can be difficult to enter an emotional and 

dependant relation to another/a therapist. This also 
makes it difficult to form new social relationships and 
this can result in many traumatised refugees having 
problems forming a network. 

Loss of control over one’s own life, very low fi-
nances, language difficulties and struggles with nav-
igating in a different public system can lead to many 
refugees feeling enormous frustration, anger, power-
lessness, helplessness and low self-esteem. Problems 
with regulating, tuning in and adapting feelings, emo-
tions and emotional expressions is moreover often a 
repercussion of PTSD, and quick-temperedness and 
sudden aggression can occur.

A refugee often suffers from loss; loss of a family 
member, loss of home, country, language, culture, sta-
tus, work and more. For traumatised refuges this can 
create a deep and complex grief, that is hard to return 
from. For many PTSD-affected, depression is a rapid 
ramification. 

Anyone can experience loneliness, depression and 
isolation. Refugees have a special need for a social 
network to support them to integrate into the new 
society. 
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Bilal almost 
becomes his  
old self again
51-year-old Bilal originally comes from 
Syria. When he began the GROW 
program at New Roots, he was just a 
shadow of himself. But slowly the old 
Bilal returned
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By Ole Jeppesen

In the New Roots’ garden in the eco-village of Hal-
lingelille there is a lovely, big greenhouse. Inside, the 
plants enjoy the light and warmth, but there is also 
room for people. The idea is that it can be a place of 
growth for GROW-participants, who are on their way 
to the light again, after a dark period. 

One of them, that has been happy for the green-
house and the rest of the garden, is Bilal. He was 
also part of setting up the greenhouse in the be-
ginning.

“The greenhouse is my favourite place in the gar-
den, because I have so many memories from here. I 
was involved in setting it up together with two other 
men, who became my close friends. The nice memo-
ries from here are from building something together 
with friends,” tells Bilal, and pauses.

The greenhouse also houses sad memories, it 
turns out:

“Both of these two friends are unfortunately no 
longer alive. That is very sad. But I will never forget 
them and neither my time here in Hallingelille,” he 
says, and looks around.

Responsibility moulds happiness
Bilal highlights the relaxed atmosphere, the direct 
placement in nature and the clearly defined tasks, that 
were the backbone of his time with the GROW project.

“It was cosy working together with the others to 
set up the greenhouse, and it was lovely to be given 
responsibility. That it was actually us who were the 
ones in charge of building a greenhouse,” Bilal ex-
plains, who after the GROW project got a job at a 
machinery company and now lives on the island of 
Fyn, Denmark. 

When he first arrived at Hallingelille, though, he 
was a long way away from being ready to take on 
these kinds of tasks.

“I had just completed a treatment program with a 
psychiatrist and was psychologically at point zero. But 
slowly I returned. I got earth under my nails, I could 
smell the aroma of flowers and tomatoes, I came out 
into the light. It worked,” he says, from under his cap.

A large family
Today Bilal is even more at liberty to smile. Life is 
back on the right keel.

“When my program with New Roots was over, 
I was ninety-nine per cent myself again. They even 
helped me to find work. That has happened for many 
of the participants here,” Bilal says and nods.

The GROW-methodology effect is the result of the 
combination of many “ingredients”, he feels.

“The staff are professional, but more than that. The 
participants become like a part of a big family, and I 
will never forget that. At the same time, the garden-
ing work is meaningful, and the food is healthy. All in 
all, it just helps. I am not a doctor, so I don’t know why. 
But light, air, colours, smells… it just helps,” ascertains 
Bilal, who continued to work as a volunteer with New 
Roots, when his program came to an end. 

“I am happy when I am here and see the staff. If I 
hadn’t moved to Fyn, then I’d probably be here still,” 
laughs Bilal and leaves the warmth of “his” green-
house.
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Stress factors 
for refugees

EXILE STRESS. A violent life alteration, 
as it is for refugees to leave their home 
and homeland, go on an often dangerous 
escape and arrive at a new country, 
would be shaky for the best of us. But 
the process of accommodating to a new 
life and a new culture also offers many 
additional stressors, making life situations, 
integration and well-being a challenge

By Erling Groth and Sasja Iza Christensen

Loss and worry: all refugees have experienced losing 
their house and home. Many have lost family mem-
bers, friends and their network. Ideas about life, 
dreams and plans for the future are lost and every-
day life is seriously altered. Loss of status, culture and 
language affects the individual. The loss of control 
over their own life causes frustration and anger and 
can lead to depression. Their network, which would in 
normal circumstances be supportive and give secu-
rity during major challenges, is no longer there, or is 
way too far away. The situation of their home country 
can cause worry about family and friends left behind 
– especially for people from countries where war and 
conflict is still ongoing.

The rebuilding of a new existence in a country 
where language, culture and system is foreign and 

complicated, constitutes a substantial stress factor 
for life in exile.

”It is like starting in nursery once again. 
I don’t know how to do anything in Den-
mark and I don’t even understand the 
language” - male Syrian refugee. 

Unsure future: uncertainty about being granted asy-
lum or being sent home, waiting time, moves between 
different asylum centres and the following uncertain-
ty and powerlessness has a large impact on refugees’ 
psychological well-being. Additionally, many experi-
ence living at an asylum centre as being unsafe be-
cause of the tensions between different ethnic groups 
and the general atmosphere of frustration and fear.

When residency in Denmark has eventually been 
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granted, the future is even more unsure, because the 
residency requires review after one or two years, de-
pending on the status of asylum. Residency can be 
retracted or denied extension if the authorities decide 
there is no longer any danger in their home country. 
Their attachment to Denmark no longer has the same 
influence on a decision about residency extension, af-
ter the new laws of 2019.

After eight years, it is possible to apply for per-
manent residency, as long as an extensive list of con-
ditions are fulfilled, such as for example that the last 
four years have not involved dependency on social 
benefits as well as having been in full-time employ-
ment.

New norms: new cultural norms can make it signifi-
cantly stressful for both older- and young people, who 
can experience a dilemma between retaining their 
home country’s norms and at the same time wanting 
to accommodate to the new culture and to be part 
of the community in the new country. Many refugees 
experience a real challenge in involving themselves in 
the lives of Danes, and the norms around hospitality 
and social codes differ between Denmark and their 
home country.

These additional stressors together with a very 
tight financial situation contributes to a worsening of 
PTSD symptoms.

Socioeconomic circumstances
As a refugee in Denmark, you have a right to, Self-sup-
port- and Deportation allowance, which is a great deal 
less than Unemployment Benefit. In terms of benefits 
such as Child Allowance, there is a condition that only 
can be met after six years of living in Denmark.

In this way, the socio-economic situation for many 
refugees is especially poor and this affects their 
chance for integration and well-being.

Self-support- and Deportation allowance consti-
tutes the following monthly amount in Danish Kroner 
(DKK):

Provider (e.g. parent), married 8,596 DKK (15,355 DKK)

Provider, single 12,283 DKK (14,677 DKK)

Non-provider over 30 years 6,142 DKK (11,554 DKK)

Living at home, under 30 years 2,646 DKK (3,594 DKK)

(All amounts are before tax. Amounts in brackets are Un-
employment Benefit). 

These benefits are not intended to cover expenses 
such as ”play and spare-time”, books, communication 
(e.g. telephone), TV/radio/music, toys, sports, socie-
ties, attractions or holidays and neither for transport. 
(Source: Danish Refugee Council’s website).

Having such tight finances gives further conse-
quences in relation to how much refugees can pay for 
the medicine they need. Refugees on, Self-Support- 
and Deportation allowance find themselves in a bad 
situation in terms of their health. Dental health can 
be very compromised, and they cannot afford the ex-
pensive dental costs. Socially, there is not enough to 
cover children going to birthdays or having extra acti-
vities etc., which is otherwise the norm in Denmark.

On top of these aforementioned stress factors 
related to exile, stress and poor socioeconomic con-
ditions, refugees experience the same stressors as 
other people in Denmark, for example family pro-
blems, moving, unemployment, divorce, illness and 
death.

Research on refugees’ mental health shows 
amongst other things, that the traumatic baggage 
from the past has less meaning for well-being then 
the conditions in the new country. (Umar Ikram and 
Karien Stronks, 2016)
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Culture and 
customs

BALANCING ACT. The majority of refugees here, come from 
non-Western countries, where customs are vastly different 
than those we have in Denmark. We as people are often 
blind to the majority of the ways in which we live; there are 
assumptions that exist in us as a silent understanding, and we 
only consider referring to culture, when we meet people who 
live and think in other ways than we do

By Erling Groth and
 Sasja Iza Christensen

It is difficult to describe culture and cultural differen-
ces without the risk of objectifying, generalising and 
excluding people. Nobody can be sure which aspects 
of identity, behaviour and outlook on life are being 
addressed (Berliner, s. 99-100), and therefore there is 
a balancing act when we speak of culture.

However, at the risk of generalising, there are still 
elements, such as individuality, ideas of health, gen-
der roles and employment traditions that play a part 
in the challenges that many refugees meet in Den-
mark.

Individualism and collectivism
We see refugees who, in their society structure, are 
used to orientating themselves collectively, in other 
words in extended families, to a much greater ex-
tent than we are used to in Denmark and this gives 
challenges to treatment- and integration processes. 

Despite there being more focus on inclusion in com-
munities, we in Denmark, as well as many other West-
ern countries, have a more pronounced individualistic 
oriented human perspective. The individual’s free 
choice, whether that is housing, religion, partner or 
business, is an appreciated value and even when it 
comes to the choice of circle of friends and family, 
the individual’s rights to choose is honoured at will. 
People’s resources, potentials or problems are seen 
first and foremost as a personal matter.

While there is a non-existent welfare system as a 
safety net in many of the refugees’ home countries, 
the extended family is the basis for social and finan-
cial safety. This has an important significance for fa-
mily members’ identity, role and function, upbringing 
and the social dynamic in the family community. The 
we-identity in the extended family is strong, and they 
are dependent on one another. Because the family 
and not the individual are the centrum, the individu-
al’s actions are seen as an expression of the family’s 
choices, values and status.
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While children in Danish schools and homes are 
encouraged and brought up to take a position, be 
independent, think critically and relate to personal 
wishes, in the collectivist’s upbringing there is instead 
a need to be loyal, to conform and adapt to the com-
munity. Certain feelings and emotional expressions 
are, unlike in Western tradition, much more a part of 
the community than the individual.

Work
In many of the countries where refugees come from, 
gender roles are more defined. It is more custom-
ary for women to work at home while the man is the 
breadwinner.

The women’s domain is the home and she has to 
manage everything that has to do with housework 
and family, also the spouse’s family. Some places, it is 
regarded as shameful if a woman works. If the woman 
works, it can result in a loss of honour for the family. 
Honour is important to protect because traditional-
ly, it influences the family’s status and reputation and 
also security. When the children become adults, the 
women can oftentimes begin to withdraw, receive a 
higher status and expect to be less active.

The man’s domain is everything to do with outside 
of the home. Traditionally he is seen as the family’s 
breadwinner, representative and defender of the fam-
ily’s honour. The man is regarded as the one who has 
the authority.

These roles are challenged and often become 
dissolved in encountering Danish society – where, 
at least formally, there is equality between the sex-
es. This can incite great dilemma and identity con-
fusion for many couples. On the one hand, they try 
to keep their home country’s family structure and 
honour interact in relating to any ethnic affiliations 
they have in Denmark and to the rest of the family 
back home; and on the other hand, they have to at-
tempt to adapt to opposing conventions presented 
by this country, concerning gender roles, upbring-
ing and employment.

Health
Illness is also a family matter in the collective orienta-
tion. If someone is ill, it is expected that it is the family 
who takes over, cares for and frees the patient from 
their duties.

A common dilemma in treating refugees often 
shows itself in the different perceptions of illness. Is 
illness, pain and suffering destiny and an expression 
of God’s will, or is it something an individual can do 
something about? Whose responsibility is it to work 
through the traumatic experiences? (Andersen, p.4-
6)

For some refugees, moreover, recovery is not ne-
cessarily something that can be assisted through the 
practice of exercises, change in behaviour or new 
thinking patterns. While in Denmark it is assumed 
that illness can be addressed through, for example, 
change in diet, exercise and therapy, this is often 
news to a target group of traumatised refugees, and 
it can actually be very difficult for them to understand 
the reasoning behind things like psychotherapy.

Expectations are usually high that medical science 
with its diagnostic and medical tools can cure illness. 
We have also observed that, if there are no signs of 
improvement from the medicine that has been pre-
scribed from one’s own doctor or consultant, then 
someone is sent to fetch medicine from their home 
country, which is consequently taken in supplement, 
most likely without any understanding of the risks 
that might be involved.

Psychological problems can be surrounded by 
great shame and taboo for many refugees. There are 
some who describe mental illness as being possessed 
by a demon or as being “crazy”. For this same reason, 
it can be hard to talk about psychological problems 
with an interpreter, as interpreters often come from 
the same ethnic environment as the patient and, in 
theory, could spread word of the patient’s problems.

A breadth of cultural competencies is required 
both as a therapist and as a fellow citizen, to under-
stand those who have fled: knowledge about and 

Photo: New Roots
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understanding of how background, migratory experi-
ences and ethnicity affect psychosocial development 
and psychopathology. Insight is required into the im-
portance of migratory experiences, post migration 
factors and acculturative pressure (society’s demand 
for acclimatising to Danish culture) for well-being and 
psychological balance. It is also beneficial to have 
some knowledge of the societal conditions within the 
countries that the refugees come from.

An insufficient approach?
It is an issue that many refugees lack the understand-
ing of Western treatment and the Danish health sy-
stem. The Danish welfare system functions complete-
ly differently to how refugees are used to from their 
own country, and they most often have significant 
difficulties in coming to terms with and navigating in 
such a system. Additionally, there are many who have 
a pronounced faith in authority in terms of treatment 
which includes specific expectations to the treatment 
program and a “fix-me” attitude. It is also important 
to be aware that, to seek help for psychological pro-
blems can be very stigmatising in some cultures.

When traumatised refugees come to treatment, 
we often see that the prognosis is complicated even 
further by the complex situation they find themselves 
in, as well as their cultural background. Life in exile 
is in itself connected to significant problems to do 
with social adaptation and isolation, separation from 
family members and loss of socioeconomic status. 
Social and health factors are often closely woven to-
gether and it is complicated to translate symptoms 
to individual diagnoses and thereafter to attempt a 
focused therapeutic effort.

The way in which we attempt to help trauma- 
affected refugees who come with norms and life 
views in contrast to the typical Western, is in itself 
rooted in a set of values, views, norms and practice 
that we are not necessarily conscious of. We can 
therefore ask ourselves if the approach is sufficient or 
does it miss the mark?

Traumatised refugees are embedded in a com-
plex life situation and present a complex background 
history that requires we challenge ourselves with 
self-reflection and that we begin to think broader 
and more instinctively than we otherwise would have 
done in practice. If we wish to help their way to in-
tegration in Danish society, then we have to attempt 
to put ourselves in their shoes and make more of an 
effort to build the necessary bridges.
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Three Keys:  
n Nature  
n Relations & Community  
n The Personal Compass



30 

Introduction to  
The Three Keys 

As the previous chapter indicated, there is a risk that we, 
meaning authorities, the public, therapists and public 
employment services, get lost in the target group’s long list 
of symptoms and barriers to functioning and integrating 
in Denmark. But if we are going to be successful with our 
efforts to meet the multiple challenges that the vulnerable 
refugees have as citizens in Denmark, then we need to start 
from a completely different angle

One way in which we can have a wider perspective 
of traumatised refugees’ challenges and offer them 
a helping hand that is more holistically oriented, is to 
take a look at the fundamental and existential layers 
of which these people are affected.

These are layers that we modern, Western citizens 
are rarely in contact with, let alone conscious of, and 
therefore often do not busy ourselves with directly, 
until we also become affected. And even then, we are 
perhaps still not aware of the influence they can have.

The primitive part of us that still is a part of our 
genetic material as humans today, has the inbuilt 
ability to navigate using some basic conditions in our 
existence, where our relation to nature, to other peo-
ple and the trust we have to our sensing has been es-
sential for survival. It is these aspects that can be said 
to compose a foundation, that still has a fundamental 
meaning for us today, although unconsciously. We 
have a basic need to be able to read our environment 
and to recognise the body’s signals in order to know 
if we are in danger or in safety. When we have to ac-
commodate to events or get used to completely new 

surroundings, it is this same foundation that assists in 
finding the way to security and well-being.

This foundation can, however, risk falling apart 
when we have experiences that are difficult for the 
psyche and the nervous system to cope with, and dur-
ing these times it can no longer support us. This foun-
dation can also become slowly weaker over years of 
being alienated, having poor living conditions and/or 
inherited traumas. It is here that we require strength 
to rebuild such a foundation.
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Three fundamental relationships:

1) Connection to nature 
Nature as a basic condition and requirement for 
man’s existence. Nature as a framework for both 
danger and security. Nature as accessible to all 
and full of resources. Nature as a way to relax the 
nervous system and as a source of meaning.

2) Connection to others 
The forming of relationships as our first surviv-
al mechanism and requirement for well-being. 
Community as affiliation, protection and strength. 
Community as a basic pillar for the individual’s 
identity, role and purpose. Positive communities 
as a provider of a calmer nervous system.

3) Connection to oneself 
Contact with one’s own body, resources, life history, 
range of emotions, values, needs and future goals.

The German-American professor Carl Otto Scharm-
er, most famous for his Theory U of the processes of 
change, identified at a seminar on collective traumas in 
October 2019, these three relationships as essential for 
the transformation of human being’s collective traumas.

These three relationships are the overall guiding 
principles for the three keys that we use in the reha-
bilitation of traumatised refugees, and in this book’s 
second part, it will be explained how they can be un-
derstood and used in practice.

Connection to nature Connection to others Connection to oneself

Nature-based 
rehabilitation

Relations and 
community

Personal  
compass
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Nature
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Nature’s  
healing effect

What can nature offer in terms of physical, 
mental and social health? Nature has always 
played an important role in our lives. It can 
be said that we have in one way attempted 
to make ourselves independent of nature by 
controlling and dominating it, but in recent 
years, research has shown that this attempt 
is not only positive

By Dorthe Varning Poulsen,
PhD and Associate Professor

The importance of being close to natural environ-
ments (often called Green Space, which includes 
city-nature and gardens) is shown to have great sig-
nificance for physical, mental and social health, not 
least when considering the rise in urbanisation and 
alienation.

Here we can use WHO’s definition of health: 
“health is a condition of complete physical, psy-
chological and social well-being and not only the 
absence of illness…”. Additionally, health is not a 
goal in itself, but a means for coping with the chal-
lenges that we meet in our daily life. This chapter 
will tie together nature and health, and will explore 

the theories and research that underlie the GROW 
project.

The most significant theories of  
nature’s importance to our health
What we know about the link between nature and 
our health, is facilitated by theories that attempt to 
understand and explain the reason why many peo-
ple experience positive effects from nature. There 
are two main theoretical approaches that describe 
this link. The first theory, Aesthetic Affective Theory 
(AAT) was developed by the American environmen-
tal psychologist, Roger Ulrich. According to Ulrich, 
humans are first and foremost biological creatures 
who, throughout their development have been ac-
customed to a life in nature. Thousands of years ago, 
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our ancestors were completely dependent on being 
able to read the landscape. It was a matter of life and 
death, if the wrong decision was taken.

Developmentally speaking, the reptilian brain is 
the oldest part of the brain. It is autonomous, mean-
ing that it is not under our conscious control (for 
example automatic breathing and heartbeat) and is 
predominantly instinctive. Later the Amygdala deve-
loped, which is related to sensing and feelings. If we 
are exposed to something that can be seen as danger-
ous, the amygdala reacts rapidly by having the body 
secrete stress hormones and prepare us for fight or 
flight. Ulrich argues that, our immediate sensing of 
our surroundings occurs on the basis of the brain’s 
assessment of the potential for survival of a place.

In this way, certain elements give us a feeling of se-
curity:
 ❚ To be elevated and have a view over the land-

scape
 ❚ To find shelter from rain and sun under tall trees 

or in caves
 ❚ That there is water (especially running water)
 ❚ That there dwell many different species of ani-

mals

In urban areas, the environment is much more diffi-
cult for the brain to decipher, because it is not devel-
opmentally customised to it, and so alternative and 
more demanding strategies are required. In natural 
environments on the other hand, we can still use our 
instincts and find the places that induce feelings of 
security and well-being.

Steven and Rachel Kaplan have developed their 
Attention Restoration Theory (ART) out of an un-
derstanding that the impulses we receive from the 
environment are processed in the areas of the brain 
that, developmentally speaking, are younger. Accord-
ing to Kaplan and Kaplan, we have two main forms of 
attention that we use in different environments. Di-
rected or focused attention is used when we are in 

surroundings that demand our attention. This can be 
urban areas, a busy workplace or simply when we are 
exposed to many impulses and disruptions in every-
day life. The other type of attention, spontaneous 
attention, we use especially when impulses are few-
er or can be processed easier. This can be in natural 
environments where Kaplan and Kaplan believe our 
perception is less demanding for the brain.

The enormous quantity of impulses that we re-
ceive from our senses under directed attention is fil-
tered in the group of brain cells that are called the Re-
ticular Activating System, and those that are assessed 
as being important, are sent for processing in other 
parts of the brain, such as the Hippocampus and the 
Limbic System. This arranging and processing of sig-
nals to the brain can lead to fatigue or stress which 
can be aided by sleep or by minimising the quantity 
of impulses. When we are in nature, this encourages 
a healing process; it can be said that nature has a re-
storative effect on us.

The photo shows 
an example of 
how the tree 
covers the 
backside of the 
body and gives a 
sense of safety, 
while at the same 
time there is a 
view to the lake.
Photo: Dorthe 
Varning Poulsen
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Kaplan describes four different qualities that make 
the natural environment especially restorative:

 ❚ Fascination - interest is stimulated and one is 
fascinated by what they experience

 ❚ To be away – the experience of being in a com-
pletely different environment without any de-
mands or duties

 ❚ Compliance - the natural environment should be 
able to offer what there is a need for, whether 
that is activity or rest

 ❚ Extent - the area is large enough to give the ex-
perience of space and this is experienced coher-
ently

In the design of natural environments, e.g. therapy 
gardens, we can attempt to identify, use and reinforce 
these elements.

There are many other theories which perhaps are 
not fully exhaustive, but still give pieces to the puzzle 
of the link between nature and our health. An exam-
ple is the mathematical patterns which are the ba-
sis of the theory of fractals. A tree grows branches 
and leaves in algorithms, i.e. the same pattern repeats 
again and again in decreasing scales from the largest 
branch to the smallest. The pattern is repeatedly seen, 
from within the stripes of a zebra to the way stretches 
of coast are formed. Such systematic constructions 
are energy-conserving and they reduce the duration 
of transport of liquids or air, and for the leaves of the 
Beech tree, this construction ensures the most effec-
tive possibility for light to reach down to the lowest 
branches.

In terms of health, the idea is that these patterns 
are so recognisable for us that we immediately feel 
peaceful when we have the chance to be in surround-
ings that are constructed in this way. Another expla-
nation for the positive effect of nature on our health is 
the substances that certain trees and plants secrete, 
called phytoncides, which some studies have shown 
influence our sleep and perhaps protect against cer-

tain diseases such as cancer (Sunjaya and Sunjaya, 
2018; Woo et al., 2019).

Nature as a framework and a participant 
– what is required?

Many of us feel that nature can do something special. It 
affects us to go outside. But as suggested earlier, there 
is a significant difference between how we are affected 
by different natural environments. This understanding 
needs to be implemented in practice, otherwise we risk 
that nature will more likely become scenery for the acti-
vities we do instead of an active participant. As noted 
above, Kaplan and Kaplan point to the four elements 
(Fascination, To be away, Compliance and Extent) as 
essential for strengthening spontaneous attention. 
Stigsdotter et al. (Grahn and Stigsdotter, 2010) have 
investigated preferences with relation to the natural 
environment. They describe eight different experience- 
values that the participants expressed were especially 
important (in order of priority):

 ❚ Peaceful
 ❚ Spacious
 ❚ Wild
 ❚ Diverse
 ❚ Sanctuary
 ❚ Culture-historic
 ❚ Common
 ❚ Entertainment and service

In the concept manual for the health forest Octovia (can 
be downloaded from the website) the eight nature spaces 
are described in detail and can be used as inspiration for 
design or selection of natural environments for health-in-
ducing or treatment programs with citizens. 

From the eight experience-values, there were cer-
tain elements that were especially important, and at 
the same time scored highest with relation to stress: 
security; the area needs to be experienced as safe 
for oneself and others. An environment can be cha-



 37

racterised as secure if it is, for example, sheltered by 
trees, bushes or stacks of firewood, where seating a-
reas can be found with cover from behind and at the 
same time the surroundings can be viewed with ease. 
Another important element with relation to stress 
is peace. The area should provide a feeling of calm 
and have no distractions. There are no sounds from 
traffic and only a few people visit the area. There are 
no sudden disturbances such as joggers or mountain 
bikers. The experience-value wild is just as important 
for those affected by stress. Here the natural environ-
ment is more untouched and with, for instance, long 
grass, bushes and weeds, old trees, water areas and 
perhaps hills or slopes. In a therapy garden, the ele-
ments that have a particular importance for people 
with stress-related illness can be emphasised.

The fewer resources (physical, mental and social) 
a person has, the more they need a supportive natural 

environment. Grahn og Stigsdotter have developed a 
model (Stigsdotter and Grahn, 2002), that shows this 
link: the bottom of the figure (x-axis) is the degree of the 
environment’s supportive effect - and the y-axis shows 
executive functions, which regulate behaviour in rela-
tion to surroundings. The executive functions describe 
cognitive, emotional and behavioural functions within 
an individual. In order to handle different complex situ-
ations, we need to think and act goal-oriented. In order 
to do this, we use our memory and past experience. A 
low degree of executive functioning is the equivalent to 
having difficulty in resolving challenging life-situations.

When we are low on the figure, in terms of execu-
tive functions, we are challenged in formulating what 
we want to do, making decisions, making plans for 
action or in coping with changing circumstances in 
social relations and surroundings (Diamond, 2013; 
Wiebe and Karbach, 2017).

Need for supportive environments
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A supportive natural environment can be for in-
stance, a place where there is good physical protec-
tion such as a large tree, a bench or similar, without 
disruptions from outside and as few requirements as 
possible regarding activity. After a while, when im-
provements are observed, there will be the possibil-
ity to enter more challenging nature spaces, such as 
open areas that are more exposed. It will also become 
increasingly possible to participate in nature activities 
and to be able to be together with others.

Seen from a physical health perspective, we can 
also work with the same mindset; how are the physi-
cal abilities of the participant? How far can they walk, 
does there need to be the opportunity for rest on the 
way, does the natural environment (e.g. changes in the 
substrate or shape of terrain) provide challenges that 
are equal to their abilities? This is also important with 
relation to activities; can the participants hold small 
seeds, can they sit down or stand beside a raised bed 
when they are planting or weeding? Can water be 
fetched in a watering can or be taken from a garden 
hose? If these physical activities are too demanding, 
then it can overshadow the positive effects of both 
the natural environment and the activity.

In this way there is a close relationship between 
the natural environment and the activity; a supportive 

natural environment can give the feeling of security 
which consequently can release the energy needed 
to carry through an activity.

Example 1: Adda finds it difficult to participate in 
the activities in the garden. She often returns to the 
fire hut and sits there during the activities, complain-
ing about headaches and having slept badly. Adda is 
led to the greenhouse where she can sit in a good 
chair with a sheepskin. The small greenhouse is warm 
and smells of earth and can give a feeling of safety 
and manageability. The temperature is just right and 
her body is supported by the chair. This is essential 
for the body to relax and hopefully for the pain to 
be reduced. The therapist finds plant pots, earth and 
seeds and begins to sow tomato seeds. After a while 
Adda is invited to join. At first she declines but then 
she picks up the pack of seeds and recognises the 
tomato plants in the picture. She begins slowly to sow 
in some of the pots and the therapist and Adda chat 
about the tomato plants that will sprout. During this 
activity it is important that there is no obligation to 
reach a certain number of plants; tempo and breaks 
are decided by the participant. Moreover, it is a mean-
ingful activity and there is little planning or organi-
sation. The next step could be that Adda is together 
with another participant in the greenhouse or that 
the activity is moved outside in a more open area, 
where the security level is perhaps lower. To present 
the prospect of a finished product can be tricky, be-
cause there is a risk of error or of being dissatisfied 
with the result. On the other hand, it can be encour-
aging to help someone move on to a new recognition 
of what they are capable of.

Example 2: Damir wants to grow his own plants on 
a plot of land. Many of the others in the group have al-
ready started and he is impatient. It is physically hard 
for him to get the ground ready for sowing, and he 
works without a break. The therapist sees that it can 
be stressful for Damir to go through with the activity; 
the goal is unrealistic. She suggests that they both go 
and feed the sheep with the grass that he has dug up. 

Plants that provide 
the opportunity of 

following the course 
of the seasons from 

flowers in springtime 
to apples in late 

summer, may create a 
feeling of coherence.

Photo: Dorthe  
Varning Poulsen
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They sit beside the sheep enclosure and watch the 
sheep eating. Peace is re-established and they discuss 
the plants that Damir knows of and wishes to have in 
his garden. The therapist tells about how in Denmark, 
it is common to plant potatoes and that new potatoes 
are seen as a speciality. She suggests that they only 
make a part of his garden ready today and that they 
make an agreement with someone from the village to 
prepare the rest of the plot for the next time. Damir 
seems relieved and suggests that he can pay for the 
help, with some of what he grows in his garden. He is 
happy to get help to reach his goal; to see the plants 
grow. To break up an activity into smaller parts or re-
duce the load in order to come to that part of the 
activity that gives the most satisfaction, is an impor-
tant therapeutic tool. It is important to continuously 
assess the participant’s resources and needs in order 
to organise the program, the day and the particular 
activity, so that it supports and encourages develop-
ment through motivation and realistic goals.

Health promotion or treatment – which is it?
Working with nature and health, it is important to 
make clear what can be offered to the participants. 
Health promoting programs have human potentials 
and resources at their base - also called salutogen-
esis - in contrast to preventative efforts, which es-
pecially focus on disease risks (pathogenesis), and 
how to avoid unhealthy behaviour. With health pro-
motion, focus is on supporting the person’s ability 
to look after their own health (Danish Health Board, 
2018). A treatment program is based, according to 
health law (Sundhedsloven, no date), on “research, 
diagnosis and disease treatment…”. This requires cer-
tain competencies that a “therapist” is expected to 
have. Thorough knowledge of the target group one is 
working with in terms of their illness and symptoms 
is required, as well as how to address a possible dete-
rioration in their condition. There also needs to be a 
precisely formulated treatment goal, that is designed 
together with the participant. That goal needs to be 

the starting point for the planning of interventions, 
for the choice of natural environment and activities, 
which can be adjusted according to the actual con-
dition of each participant. This requires qualifications 
and experience that harmonise with the needs of the 
target group for a therapeutic or treatment program. 
Working with refugees is particularly demanding in 
that, in addition to the traumatic or stress-related 
experiences that the individual has been through, 
there can also be communicative, cultural, social 
and religious aspects that affect the program. It is 
important to be humble with relation to what a na-
ture-based program can contribute with, and to set 
goals that are realistic. Awareness of the effects of 
time is also an important factor; traumas experienced 
over a stretch of years, which maybe are still ongo-
ing, cannot be turned around in the space of a few 
months. A stronger platform can be provided to help 
the management of everyday challenges, and a hope 
for growth and an awareness of a change in the little 
things, that can induce a more positive outlook.
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Nature and 
refugees

This chapter describes what we know 
of everyday outdoor life amongst  
non-Western refugees and immigrants

By Sandra Gentin, 
Ph.D. and Landscape Manager

Refugees’ relationship to nature, their view of nature 
and outdoor life etc. will be introduced. On the basis 
of the potentials of nature from a health perspective, 
it will be argued how the target group can especially 
benefit from being in nature, and the challenges that 
Danish nature can pose for the target group, will be 
described. A lack of understanding about the options 
that exist for being in nature, will be depicted as be-
ing problematic. In conclusion, the chapter’s points 
on the subject of nature-based integration will be put 
into perspective and recommendations will be pro-
vided as to what we should be aware of whilst in na-
ture with this target group.

Everyday outdoor activity
Nature activities are an ordinary part of most Dane’s 
day-to-day living. Danes’ outdoor activity has been 
studied systematically since the middle of the 1970’s. 
From these studies we know that many Danes are 
regularly out in nature and they go outside in order 
to experience nature, relax and go for a walk (Jensen, 
2014; Jensen and Cleemann, 2015). The picture is dif-

ferent for Danes with an ethnic minority background. 
Research documents that this group uses Danish na-
ture markedly less than ethnic Danes. This can be be-
cause of their relation to nature in their original coun-
try, a lack of knowledge about how to use and what 
is allowed in Danish nature, and a fear of what one 
could come across out there (Gentin, 2006; Jensen, 
2014). On the other hand, newer research shows that 
young people with another ethnic background than 
Danish, have outdoor patterns that are more similar 
to that of ethnic Danes (Gentin, 2015).

Research on outdoor activity and ethnicity is a 
relatively small and new research area in Europe. Re-
search has amongst other things shown that there 
is a relationship between ethnicity and the practice 
of outdoor activities, in the sense that one’s cultural 
background influences one’s outdoor activity. There 
is therefore a difference between for example motiva-
tion for outdoor life, activity and which types of areas 
that are preferred while out of doors, when comparing 
the majority of the population’s outdoor activity pat-
terns with those of minorities (for a summary of the 
research literature on the subject, see Gentin (2011) 
and Gentin et al. (2019)). A Dutch study showed for 
example, that people with non-Western backgrounds 
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preferred more well-groomed areas, parks and fields 
with obvious signs of human activity, to more wild 
landscape types such as forest and overgrowth (Bui-
js, Elands and Langers, 2009).

Both Danish and foreign studies have shown that 
ethnic minorities with a non-Western background have 
a different pattern of outdoor life than people with a 
Western background. For example, ethnic minorities 
with a non-Western background barbecue more of-
ten than those with a Western background, and the 
size of the group is often larger compared with peo-
ple with a Western background. Ethnic minorities with 
a non-Western background value meeting with others 
higher than those with a Western background.

When those with a non-Western background pri-
marily only have social motivations for being out-
doors, it is important that there are facilities available, 
where it is possible for many to be together - if it is the 
objective to accommodate this group’s requirements. 
Danish studies have shown, moreover, that minorities 
with a non-Western background often remain in the 
same green area for relatively longer periods. This 
means that the facilities available necessitate better 
seating and the availability of toilets.  The appropriate 
facilities can thus encourage the use of green areas. 

Nature’s potential
Many study results show that experiences in nature 
contribute to psychological and physical well-being 
(Thomsen, Powell and Monz, 2018; Twohig-Bennett 
and Jones, 2018). Nature helps to reduce blood pres-
sure, stress levels, increases cognitive performance, 
and has a positive influence on physical and mental 
health and well-being. For example, people who live 
relatively close to green areas feel less stressed com-
pared to people that live further away from green a-
reas (Nielsen and Hansen, 2007). Nature and being 
in green surroundings therefore has many positive 
potentials.

This potential can also be activated with relation to 
vulnerable groups, where nature can provide a posi-

tive framework. Many different projects with children, 
young people and their parents in vulnerable posi-
tions has shown that nature amongst other things, 
strengthens the relationship between children and 
their parents, and that parents, through many nature 
activities, were introduced to the possibility of using 
the Danish outdoors by themselves. All participants 
experienced in the same way that nature could damp-
en unrest and stress (Rasmussen, Hjarsen & Eschen, 
2014). Nordic experience also points in the direction 
of nature having a potential that can be used with 
integration efforts (Pitkänen et al., 2017; Gentin et al., 
2018). Refugees and immigrants often use both con-
sciously and unconsciously, the forms and colours of 
the landscape in their attachment process to the new 
country (Lovelock et al., 2011; Powell and Rishbeth, 
2012), just as recreation and outdoor activity can be 
used to learn the new country’s norms, culture and 
lifestyle better and experiences in nature can induce 
memories from the country of origin. These process-
es strengthen and facilitate attachment to the new 
country (Rishbeth and Finney, 2006). Seen in this 
light, nature and refugees’ use of it can be one of the 
possible solutions that gives refugees an understand-
ing of life in their new country (Gentin et al., 2018).

This positive effect that nature experiences give in 
terms of psychological and physical health and rela-
tionships is particularly relevant in terms of working 
with refugees. It is estimated that between 30 and 45 
per cent of the refugees that have come to Denmark 
over the last few years, are affected by trauma to va-
rying degrees (LG Insight, 2013).

Knowledge as a prerequisite  
for the use of green areas
International research has shown that especially vul-
nerable groups often lack both knowledge and the re-
sources required for using the opportunities that are 
available. It can be necessary therefore, to support 
new user-groups in their (sometimes first) meeting 
with nature. This can be for example through guided 
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activities and a general introduction to outdoor ac-
tivity (e.g. cycling, walking etc.). Studies have shown, 
however, that guided activities are often extra to 
what nature- and forest personnel have the resources 
to prioritise, alongside all of their other working tasks 
(Finney and Rishbeth, 2006).

To guide activities (specifically Scout activities) can 
have an important influence: “Before I was a scout, I was 
never able to lie on the grass… In Turkey there are poi-
sonous animals and I don’t know if that is why, but we 
are brought up to be very careful. But now it is com-
pletely natural for me to sleep in the woods. I would 
never have believed that I would ever do that. [Laughs] 
Before, I was scared. Actually, I don’t really recognise 
myself when I think back to how I was.”

British research has shown that green areas and 
meaningful activities in green areas can contribute to 
refugees and immigrants feeling a greater connection 
to the new country (Rishbeth and Powell, 2013). Part 
of the connection and relationship to a new coun-
try can happen through a recognition of some ele-
ments of the landscape - e.g. hills, beaches, woods or 
other green areas. Seen within this perspective, na-
ture can also contribute to recollections from “home” 
and in this way give a feeling of attachment. When 
new Danes see nature, then a relationship to nature 
can perhaps be supported, so that not everything in 
the new country is unknown, but something is fami-
liar and awakens recollections (Powell and Rishbeth, 
2012).

“Nature Friends - integration through nature and 
outdoor activity” was a project that had as its objec-
tive to strengthen refugees’ intimacy with nature in 
their local area as well as increase their knowledge of 
how nature can be used in everyday life, by using fa-
cilitated activities in nature. The primary target group 
in the project was adult refugees and their children 
in five different councils: Ålborg, Svendborg, Lyngby, 
Haslev og Nordfyn (Gentin & Præstholm, 2019).

Despite many of the refugees not having any sig-
nificant knowledge of nature nor any great experi-

ence with being in the local nature, nature was not 
seen as contributing negatively to the activities in 
the project Nature Friends. On the other hand, nature 
played a very positive role for the walks and activi-
ties such as fires, baking bread on the fire and so on, 
which were important elements for the refugees. The 
Danish participants’ assessment conceded the refu-
gees’ perception and assessment of the trips. The 
refugees highlighted that nature was a special place 
that is especially suitable for the formation of rela-
tionships and cultural learning, as well as noting the 
activities as providing a setting for cosy conversation 
between the Danes and the refugees.

The project showed that the landscape, expe-
riences and objects can provide recollections of 
their home country. For example, in the nature of 
Svanninge Bakker, where a nature friend was out 
walking with the refugee. Here they spoke of “Svan-
ninge Bakker – is just like my country”, and when 
they came across cows, the young man from Eritrea 
was at unease because in Eritrea cows are danger-
ous. “So, we spoke a little about it. They can learn 
a little about nature, that it is not dangerous. Also, 
with such things as memories; are there snakes? 
We don’t have any dangerous animals in Denmark,” 
says the Danish nature friend from Svendborg. Con-
sidering their conversatio ns about nature Denmark 
is not the only thing refugees can learn. There is 
also the changes of the seasons, the springing of 
leaves and the anemones: “It [the season] is com-
pletely new for refugees that come from Somalia,” 
continues the nature friend from Svendborg. Addi-
tionally, the development of language is highlight-
ed as occurring in nature; the learning of the names 
of the different parts of a tree “trunk, branch, root, 
twig. And then they had to go find that part of the 
tree”. Refugees do not have any concepts related 
to Danish nature; it is not a part of their lives when 
they come here. But gradually through small steps 
and safe boundaries, the new nature is perhaps not 
quite as dangerous a place as when they first ar-
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rived. It becomes a place that they seek out in order 
to be re-energised or feel content.

The project’s evaluation shows that the trips, to 
a large extent or a very large extent, contributed to 
refugees acquiring knowledge of the local outdoor 
activity opportunities and consequently also giving 
them a knowledge of the local nature. Despite there 
being a majority of refugees compared with the na-
ture friends on most of the trips, the trips still contrib-
uted to bringing Danes and refugees closer together, 
via the activities, amongst other things.

Care of an area can lead to increased use
Perhaps it is not always enough just to provide green 
recreative areas (whether that is council or natio-
nal park areas), and expect the individual citizens to 
make use of the opportunities. A relatively simple 
consideration can be to groom the areas, so that they 
seem even more inviting. Both Danish and interna-
tional studies on the subject, have shown that peo-
ple with non-Western backgrounds prefer areas with 
signs of human activity. This can make areas seem 
more inviting and they can then be used as scenery 
for social togetherness more than areas that are not 
tended to, to the same extent. Of course, there can 
be differences in perception of how well tended an  
area can be, before it is seen as secure and inviting - 
figures 2 and 3 illustrate this. 

Figure 2:  
Amager Fælled. An 

area that practically 
speaking, would be 
perceived as being 

”proper” and tended to.  
(Photo: Sandra Gentin)
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Figure 3:
Amager Fælled. This 
area on the other 
hand, can be seen as 
safe and cared for by 
some visitors, while 
others would perhaps 
perceive it as unsafe 
and ”messy”. 
(Photo: Sandra Gentin)

Nature can contribute to integration
Many Danes already use nature as a place to de-
stress. Refugees can also benefit from the same, but 
it requires that refugees are introduced to nature and 
experiences first-hand, that they can receive a type 
of stress-relief through nature experiences. Through 
these destressing experiences, refugees will in the 
long-term begin to seek out nature themselves and in 
this way will obtain nature’s positive influence, physi-
cally and mentally.

Moreover, nature and natural experiences can con-
tribute to an understanding of culture, e.g. when refu-
gees are introduced to a Beech tree: ”The Beech tree 
looks like this, and then I understand what you sing 

about when you sing of the Beech tree (”When the 
Beech tree springs out”), the sun is not bad - instead 
it is enjoyed here in Denmark”, tells the nature friend 
from Svendborg about his experiences with taking 
refugees out in nature. The nature friend also high-
lights that experiences in nature give an opportunity 
to form relationships between words, pictures and 
experiences: ”When we sing ”forest” - then we see a 
forest in front of us. But if we sing ”forest” to a child 
from the Middle East or Africa, they see something 
completely different - they see that you have to avoid 
being in the forest. It can be dangerous - there can be 
snipers. It requires much understanding of culture in 
order to have the same associations as Danes have”.
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At the same time, nature and nature experiences can 
be used as a platform for understanding the compar-
ison that lies within language and culture, “[…] where 
we can speak of what they see, and what we Danes 
see, e.g. by learning the language of the garden. So 
words become meaningful, such as raspberry, black-
berry, blackcurrant, redcurrant, apple… while there 
were refugees who did not think there is any fruit in 
Denmark”.

The evaluation of the Nature Friends project 
showed that nature is important for Liberian refu-
gees’ understanding of Denmark: “I understand now 
why nature needs to be protected […] but also how 
you have organised yourselves in Denmark”. Because 
there is a significant difference between Liberia and 
Denmark, in for example, dealing with nature, refu-

gees noted a big change in their own perception and 
understanding of the protection of nature. If he was 
able, he would tell about sustainability and nature 
protection in his previous home country, and, “I have 
come to see nature through Danish glasses”. And 
continues to reflect over another benefit of being in 
nature: “[…] when you feel lonely, it is good to go out 
for a walk, then you forget the hard times.”

Nature can provide something special both re-
lated to cultural learning, forming of relationships and 
foreign language skills (see the figure below). Nature 
is a free and informal framework where you can relax 
and be together with activities where you do not ne-
cessarily have to sit opposite each other and talk. It is, 
on the other hand, the activity that binds the people 
together so that they become closer.

Photo:  
Søren Præstholm
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There is no need for equipment such as a football or 
other sports activities. In nature you can be as you are, 
tells a refugee from Ethiopia: ”You don’t feel strange… 
it isn’t a structured meeting. The other [meeting at a 
café or at sports] is much more formal than if we sit 
opposite each other out in nature, and without activi-
ty. Because we are outside, we feel the positive effect. 
Therefore, I can speak with others and the activity be-
comes important”. (Gentin & Præstholm, 2019).

Recommendations
When taking the target group of refugees and im-
migrants out into nature you need to be conscious 
of the fact that the group can have very few or no 
experiences at all with Danish nature. It is therefore 
important to take into consideration this nature un-
familiarity.

Recommendations from the project nature friends are:
 ❚ Consider the number of participants. The presen-

tation of nature works best in small groups, as 
this makes it possible to discuss with the refu-
gees what they see and experience. Too many 
participants can contribute to the social dimen-
sional taking precedent, while the presentation 
of nature falls to the background, as it can be 
difficult to “hear” nature.

 ❚ The number of activities on a trip. Fewer activities 
(e.g. a fire with the possibility for baking bread 
on a stick or pancakes, fish, caught crabs etc.) is 
better than a larger, fuller program with too many 
different activities on one trip, as too many acti-
vities are often experienced as rushed, in order to 
“get everything done”.

 ❚ Use nature that is easy to access. Plan your trips 
in areas that are easy to come to by foot or with 
public transport. It is important that the natural a-
reas that are visited are close to the target group 
or can be reached by bus, so that refugees have 
the possibility to get there on their own.

 ❚ Prioritise social togetherness. No food, no good. 
This also applies when you arrange trips for 
refugees. The social aspect plays a large role for 
this target group. Therefore, always include food 
on the trip. Either take coffee and cake or ask the 
target group to take some food.

Recommendations are based on Gentin & Præstholm 
(2019).

Nature is  “free”
Relaxed, green environment

Cultural learning

Language skills Forming of relationships
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Nature-based 
rehabilitation and 
refugees

SECURITY. The goal for the way in which 
we work with nature in rehabilitation with 
traumatised refugees is, as mentioned earlier, 
to support the reestablishment and rebuilding 
of a fundamental, primitive human foundation, 
for enabling security in the survival system and 
sound functioning in a normal life

As Dorthe Varning Poulsen points to, developmen-
tally speaking, humans have accommodated to life in 
nature, and it is our conviction that by strengthen-
ing a connection to nature alongside a connection to 
other people and to oneself, the nervous system will 
regulate and relax.

The knowledge and experience that is the basis 
for nature-based therapy comprises an important 
foundation for our work in New Roots, and together 
with studies on nature-based integration and tho-
rough understanding of the prerequisites, resources 
and needs of traumatised refugees, it brings us closer 
to a framework for the nature-based rehabilitation ef-
forts which we use in our GROW programs.

In practice, there is a constant regulating of the 
form of the work depending on the structure of the 
day, the weather, unforeseeable circumstances and 
the often unpredictable attendance of a vulnerable 

group. The activities and exercises have been through 
an intense developmental process over the years, and 
they are still evolving.

The understanding and applications that are pre-
sented below, emerge from experience we have ac-
cumulated about, 1) the processes we have seen from 
our participants in their contact with nature, 2) how 
nature-based rehabilitation with this target group 
contrasts with known nature-based therapy and, not 
least, 3) how nature actively can form the basis for 
rehabilitation activities for the target group.

Nature and the target group’s needs
The starting point for an activity will always be the 
participants’ resources and needs at a given time. The 
personal ability to feel and express one’s needs re-
quires body consciousness and self-awareness, and 
these are abilities that need to be embraced and 
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more accessible to relate to oneself and one’s own 
needs and to bring this into interaction with nature. 
Social interaction and security therefore come be-
fore personal engagement with nature. Perhaps this 
is because of cultural differences or requirements 
amongst especially vulnerable individuals? Perhaps 
the model has emerged within a Western context?

For a vulnerable target group, nature can seem 
categorically unsafe. Some are overwhelmed by sen-
sory impressions, or they become scared of imagined 
dangers that could be hiding behind the bushes. For 
those with high levels of anxiety, being able to go in-
doors for a short while can free up sensory bombard-
ment.

Many refugees have been through a dangerous 
escape over mountains and oceans, through woods 
and desert, with all of the dangerous situations that 
can arise from meeting animals of prey and poison-
ous animals, lack of water and shelter, risk of drown-
ing and so on. For a refugee, the connotations from 
nature are not necessarily harmonious and happy, 
but can be angst-provoking and traumatic. As will 
be discussed further in the chapter Relationships, a 
trusting relationship to another, such as a therapist, 
becomes the object of safety whilst walking in the 
woods, for someone with traumatic nature experien-
ces. Thus, is such a relationship primary.

To be alone and introverted can help us come into 
contact with everything that we have been trying to 
avoid feeling and which we have problems coping 
with. We often hear from our participants that they 
use a lot of energy on trying not to feeling, avoiding 
being in contact with heavy feelings and just trying to 
survive the day.

“During the day, I just wait until I can 
sleep. At night I’m waiting for the morn-
ing when I have to get up,”  
– female participant.

practised. Therefore, it is often the staff’s job to tune 
into and set goals and strategies for the developmen-
tal process and to have this plan confirmed by the 
participant.

In order to carry out nature-based rehabilitation 
we see, on the one hand, the needs of the target 
group and on the other hand, the season, weather, 
temperature, environment around us and the oppor-
tunities and meaningful activities that are available at 
those times.

The Grahn/Stigsdotter-model on p.37, describes 
how a person with few resources often requires a very 
supportive natural environment and an introspective 
and passive engagement with nature. However, from 
observing traumatised refugees’ resources and needs 
for engagement with nature, their requirements seem 
to differ to what this model would otherwise suggest. 
Our experience is that for the refugees that we have 
worked with, they do not report a need to be alone 
and introspective; actually, almost the opposite. We 
experience that their primary need is to connect with 
others in the group and to develop belonging and 
community, where the individual can feel safe. It is 
only after this has been established that it becomes 
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Many of the participants have not been used to re-
lating to or expressing their emotional life in their 
home country, or to relating to their own inner life, in 
the same way that many in the West do from time to 
time. To decide what one needs to do today, or how 
to plan the day or what their mental condition would 
benefit from can therefore be a (too) big challenge.

Relevant questions to ask could be:
 ❚ What are you able to do today? (How did you 

sleep, how are the pains)
 ❚ What do you feel like doing today? (Just feel-

ing like doing something can be unfamiliar and 
difficult)

 ❚ What would be meaningful for you to do today? 
(This is not used as a direct question, but can be 
helpful for the therapists to find the appropriate 
activities)

Encouragement is therefore more a search for mean-
ing instead of having to feel for feelings or mental 
conditions and needs. Meaning is so lacking an ele-
ment and this is so closely connected to symptoms 
of depression, that this searching becomes a daily ac-
tivity and at very practical levels. How can a (green) 
activity connect one to something, for example, that 
earlier in the participant’s life had been meaningful, 
joyful or linked to his/her professional abilities? And 
can it again become meaningful here and now and 
give hope for the future?

Six parallel processes
We have noticed that our target group’s contact to 
and engagement with nature happens in at least six 
parallel processes, in parallel aspects of the person:

Emotion: the participants can engage themselves 
emotionally with nature by allowing a feeling re-
sponse. This can be stimulated by memories that are 
aroused by noticing a desire to, for example, plant 
flowers in one’s garden, to feel disgust over handling 
cow manure for the garden plot or, very simply, feel-

ing and activation of one’s emotional life by being in 
the garden.

A Palestinian woman sat on a stump in 
the garden with tears rolling down her 
cheeks. She had been looking after the 
greenhouse’s lemon tree and had come 
in contact with grief for her deceased 
son. He had often helped her with look-
ing after the lemon trees in their garden 
in Syria, and it had been something spe-
cial they had shared. This contact with 
her grief and with the memory brought 
her to subsequently pick out the pips 
of bought lemons and sow them in a 
sprouting tray. A few weeks later she 
showed us pictures of the seedling le-
mon trees at her home.

Cognition: the participant can engage him/herself 
cognitively by, for example, seeking information 
about animals, plants, species, planting methods and 
so on. At the same time, to concentrate on an area of 
work or to attempt to memorise some Danish words, 
is a cognitive process.

Physiology: many physiological processes occur 
without the participant’s awareness. Hormones, the 
nervous system, sense perceptions, metabolism and 
so on. But collaborating with nature can also be more 
conscious and can involve physical movement, fo-
cused sensing and more.

Aesthetics: being with nature can be an aesthetic 
experience where a natural environment, which a par-
ticipant finds beautiful and nice to look at and be in, 
can have an influence on mood and well-being. The 
aesthetic experience is most often the easiest to ex-
press and is usually calming and induces feelings of 
safety.

Spiritual: the participant engages spiritually with 
nature when, for example, the miracles of nature are 
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experienced as God’s creations, or when contact with 
nature is experienced as part of something that is 
bigger than us.

A young Afghani woman and a slight-
ly older Kurdish woman noticed during 
a walk that a neighbour had pruned a 
fruiting cherry plum tree considerably. On 
the ground there were big, thick branches 
with lots of ripe cherry plums. “Haram”, 
said the two women, appalled. In Islam it 
is forbidden by God to allow food to go to 
waste. Both women often refused physical 
activity because of pain, but the cherry 
plums weren’t to be abandoned, no mat-
ter what.  They both proceeded to pick all 
of the plums they could and got on with 
de-stoning and pickling them.

Culture: for refugees in Denmark, engaging with na-
ture becomes a cultural process. Participants get to 
know the landscape and they learn what grows and 
lives in their new country. They experience that grow-
ing methods are different from their own country’s, 
that crops that they perhaps did not think grew in 
Denmark can grow here and vice versa. They learn 
that you can safely go for a walk in the woods without 
danger of being bitten by snakes or attacked by dan-
gerous animals. Altogether, security and the integra-
tion process is increased and strengthened the more 
they learn of nature here.

Mindfulness and mindlessness
Mindfulness is often defined as a training in conscious 
presence, full awareness of that which is, without 
assessment or judgement. This involves meditation 
and body scanning, and has been successfully used 
for the treatment of, for instance, anxiety and stress 
(Lorenzen Reintoft 2013) and is often a part of na-
ture-based therapy.

Mindfulness training can now and then be prob-
lematic for the significantly traumatised. Some are 
already in conflict with an over attentiveness to their 
bodies’ symptoms and an invitation to feel into the 
body can very rapidly trigger overwhelm, dissociation 
or recall-phenomena which, at worst, can be re-trau-
matising. At the same time, there can be a great heal-
ing potential in building up a greater familiarity and 
confidentiality with the body and with presence in the 
now. Great care and a gentle establishment of safety 
is therefore necessary in order to enter Mindfulness 
exercises with traumatised refugees.

When we use inspiration from Mindfulness, it is in 
a form in which the main focus is on external sensing, 
with nature as the source of the sensing.

Mindlessness, understood as training in moving at-
tention away from the self and from the inner condi-
tions towards a deepening of flow, is on the other hand 
experienced as regenerative for most. This should not 
be seen as the opposite of Mindfulness, or as some-
thing that can be described as living in autopilot or 
in disassociation, but more as becoming interested in 
something, an activity, and letting it take all the at-
tention. Flow is described by psychology professor 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992) as a 
condition of self-forgetting opulence with an intense 
feeling of meaning, satisfaction and strength. Mind-
lessness builds up a physical experience of being safe 
and without invading pain and worries. It is this type 
of defined concept of mindlessness in which we seek, 
for a large part of the garden therapeutic activities 
we offer.

Nature-based activities
The activities that we offer and the nature-based 
methods we use all have as their basis that nature’s 
effects should be experienced as organic and mean-
ingful as possible. Moreover, we try to avoid an instru-
mental usage and instead allow nature to form the 
basis for handling and activity. Overall, the part na-
ture plays can be categorised into five main themes:

Photo: New Roots
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I. Being and presence in nature
We make use of the positive effects of being in nature 
and we make sure that our participants are outside in 
supportive natural environments as much as possible. 
In the garden, in the field, around the fire, with the ani-
mals, by the lake, in the young and small woods, in the 
old and big woods close by. As Dorthe Varning Pouls-
en mentions in the previous chapter, heart rate, blood 
pressure and stress hormones decrease, while vitamin 
D, muscle relaxation and happy hormones are increased 
by being in nature. The fresh air and nature’s rhythms 
can help the participant with a better sleep rhythm.

A more focused and conscious presence in nature 
is achieved through presence exercises. Silent times 
with peace or slow movements where attention is di-
rected towards what can be sensed in nature, where 
it beseeches presence and brings the participant into 

the here and now. The sound of the wind in the tree-
tops and birdsong, the site of the many colours and 
forms in the landscape, the warmth of the sun on 
skin or the cold stone in one’s hand are all sense im-
pressions that invite a sharpened attention and to be 
aware of oneself in relation to nature. This regulates 
the nervous system and is calming.

The sun that at last breaks through or the 
sun that is merciless. Shade that relieves. 
The living hedge that provides shelter 
from the wind. The woods that sway. The 
water that carries, rocks, allows for. The 
gentle rain that gives new growth and life 
(Solvejg Karin Pedersen, gardener and 
nature therapist in GROW). 
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II. Work in and with nature
Growing and nature conservation: from the beginning, 
the participants are offered a garden plot for growing 
vegetables for their own consumption. The plot al-
lows for working with few requirements, such as, for 
example, sowing seeds in a seedling tray. The require-
ments are increased gradually, when the work can 
be done in open places or together with others and 
more physical demands are built upon, when planting, 
watering and digging is required. To work with their 
own garden plot gives a chance to feel ownership and 
take responsibility for one’s own plot and crops. This 
can also give occasion for addressing themes such 
as ”boundaries”, ”yours”, ”mine” and ”communal”. On 
top of this, for most of the participants, it is an impor-
tant supplement to the family’s household to be able 
to take vegetables home at harvest time.

During gardening, there is a chance for learning 
something new, for example about how to best start 
with new plants and to look after them properly. 

Coming together around the subject of the status of 
the plants becomes a time where it is possible to for-
get oneself and just be present despite circumstan-
ces, challenges and language. A shared third-element 
occurs, and we are together as we go through creat-
ing and working and getting something to grow, and 
along the way a calming self-forgetting arises.

The garden needs to be looked after and main-
tained and here it is also possible to have different 
activities. They can contain few or many require-
ments from the participants so that they match with 
their resources and needs. Many jobs can be carried 
out alone, and others work best when there is co-op-
eration between a couple of the participants. Our gar-
dener looks after the garden and the greenhouse on 
a daily basis and finds relevant jobs that can be done 
by the participants and this is a part of nature con-
servation.

Photo: New Roots
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Animal allotments: in Hallingelille, there are chickens, 
sheep, horses, rabbits and at the neighbouring farm 
there are organic cattle. This can give tasks and expe-
riences that are less usual, such as when a lamb needs 
to be bottle-fed, or a horse needs to be groomed or 
the cowshed needs mucked out. Relationships can be 
formed with the animals which can be the first experi-
ence in re-forming trust to another living thing. Bonding 
to an animal is not very demanding in terms of having 
to meet expectations, or to look or be in a certain way 
in order to form a relationship. It can be an important 
steppingstone to form safe relationships with new peo-
ple again. Physical contact with an animal has a calming 
effect and regulates the nervous system.

Foraging: at different times of the year edibles, such 
as berries, nuts, fruit and seeds can become part of a 
collection, processing and production process. Some 
participants know a lot about wild herbs and edible 
plants and in this way, they can teach the rest of us 
and bring extras to the dining table. 

Handcrafts: handcrafts are often created using 
natural materials such as wood, clay, wool and textiles 
but also recycled materials such as inner tubes from 
bikes and metal. The woodwork typically involves 
smaller building projects, for example raised beds, 
birdhouses and insect hotels that can have a direct 
relationship to the garden, but also garden furniture 
and room dividers made of pallets. Some jobs require 
a professional guide and advanced tools and are car-
ried out therefore later on in the programme (see 
Module 3, p. 110). However, depending on the partic-
ipants’ initial abilities, there is also often the chance 
to work with smaller woodwork pieces and repairs, at 
the beginning of the program.

Artistic handcrafts and handiwork also apply to felt-
ing, ceramics, sewing and jewellery-making as well as 
larger up-cycling projects. The work challenges both 
fine and gross motor skills, strengthens concentration 
and gives an experience of contributing with something 
useful as well as developing competencies.

Preparation of food: in Module 2, (see p. 106), 
preparation of lunch is a standard daily routine, and 
in Module 3, this is part of the kitchen workshop. 
Most of the raw ingredients, vegetables and herbs 
are harvested from the vegetable garden or from the 
surrounding nature. Using vegetables that the par-
ticipants have grown and tended to themselves, in-
creases motivation to experiment and try new dishes, 
as well as strengthening the experience of the acti-
vities relating to each other and providing meaning. 
Healthy food tastes better when we have grown it 
ourselves.

As long as the weather is warm enough, all work 
is carried out under the open skies in an outdoor 
kitchen, and the food is heated over the fire which 

Photo: New Roots
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When we use nature to tell with, it is clear that we 
support communication across language and, at the 
same time, the training of Danish.

The symbolism in being able to get a familiar plant 
from their home country to grow in Denmark is clear: 
”Maybe I too can grow here?”.

Metaphors can also be found in the weather such 
as when endless rain goes against us, or in the weeds 
that take over and steal the nutrition from the new 
planted spinach et cetera. At The Natural Growth 
Project for torture victims in England, nature is used 
significantly as a bearer of symbols and is paramount 
in their psychotherapeutic approach. The book The 
Healing Fields (by Sonja Linden and Jenny Grut) de-
scribes very illustratively how the metaphors of na-
ture can be included in conversations about what is 
difficult.

IV. Nature as a common foundation
Nature does not understand borders, politics and lines 

contributes to a feeling of wholeness, by being a part 
of nature. The raw ingredients and the cooking me-
thods are mostly eco-friendly, the food is vegetarian 
and the animal allotments are included in the cooking 
when their eggs and milk are used.

The practical work forms a framework for learning 
about the raw ingredients, their nutritional value, me-
thods of preparation and use and about kitchen and 
food hygiene, and so on.

The sense of taste is included in sense integration 
when we prepare and eat, and those who have a dis-
turbed daily rhythm are supported by a natural eating 
rhythm through these fixed lunchtimes. An important 
sharing of eating and food culture occurs around food 
preparation, and there is a marked feeling of commu-
nity when the whole group sits around the table and 
enjoys the same food that has been conscientiously 
prepared with care by some of the group members.

III. Nature as a bearer of symbolism
Nature consists of an infinite sea of symbols and me-
taphors that we as people intuitively understand and 
identify ourselves with. Perhaps it is our collective un-
conscious, as understood in a Jungian context, or hu-
mans’ universal need for meaning and expression that 
makes these  nature symbols easier for us to under-
stand each other across language, culture, heritage 
and upbringing. It works just as well for academics as 
well as illiterates, ethnic Danes as well as a Somalians, 
farmers as well as businessmen or Farsi-speaking as 
well as Glaswegians. 

One method we use is to find a symbol or nature 
object and to tell a story through it. Even with the 
same flower, stories will differ depending on the per-
son who identifies with it. But this mirroring process 
will be accessible for everyone.

Nature objects can be anything that we see 
around us: a stone, a broken branch, clouds in the 
sky, a blooming or a wilted flower. The story can be 
a memory, a dream, a feeling, a daily form, a future 
desire, a value and so on.

Photo: New Roots
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drawn with a ruler. It does not separate between rich 
and poor, light and dark, Christian or Muslim when the 
storm comes. Nature does not react differently to us 
depending on which language we speak, how good 
we are at maths or which clothes we are wearing.

For those who have been torn up by the roots and 
have to find a new way of growing roots again in Den-
mark, it can be a relief to think that Earth is the same 
for all of us and that we are the same for it.

In a society like Denmark where, compared with 
many other countries, equality is very normal, ex-
posed refugees do not experience themselves as 
equal to ethnic Danes. Therefore, it can be healing to 
think and to experience that we are all equal in the 
eyes of nature.

To relate to nature as a common foundation is not 
an activity that we plan in the program, but rather a 
subtle attitude that now and then is mentioned in or-
der to encourage themes such as self-worth, dignity, 
ownership and feelings of responsibility.

V. Nature for supporting therapeutic themes
Through Dorthe Varning Poulsen’s and Sandra Gen-
tin’s contribution to this book, we have heard of how 
nature can support many beneficial processes for a 
target group of refugees and immigrants. Stress re-
duction, peace, physical health, integration, language 
competency, cultural learning, building relationships 
and more.

In our work with traumatised refugees, we have 
found at least five therapeutic themes that have 
shown themselves as being central for most in this 
target group, and where the nature-based rehabilita-
tion has given important support. 

Security: security is mentioned in this book many 
times as a fundamental human need, and it is our ex-
perience that security is primary, in other words, the 
most basic and fundamental of needs. For rehabili-
tation purposes, security comes before other needs 
and is a prerequisite for healthy development. It can 
even, come before the need for food and water!

An anxious participant, a young Afghani 
woman, refused both water and food 
in her first month of participation in the 
program with us. Uncertainty about 
whether the water we offered could 
be unsafe or poisonous meant that she 
would go through a whole day without 
drinking any water. After a while, as safe-
ty was found, she began to accept water, 
later a bit of fruit, and by the end she 
was eating complete meals with ease.

We can work very specifically with security through 
recognition and recollections of safe places and safe 
landscapes in Denmark and in the country of origin. 
Specific smells can remind of good and safe expe-
riences from home and build bridges to security in 
Denmark. Participants can be encouraged to find safe 
places or favourite places in the garden, and we can 
identify together what it is that makes it feel safe. By 
building trust to the body’s sensing, safety can find 
itself within the body (see My body, p. 78).

To be ill can give a sense of safety and this can 
lead to being “protected” from the system or being 
limited in making advances, which can trigger trau-
ma symptoms. To stay-at-home indoors and isola-
ted from the outside world can be a type of safety. If 
transformation is to happen, however, then we need 
to offer a better type of security, and greater experi-
ences of safety.

Photo: New Roots
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Dignity: abuse, persecution, miserable conditions un-
der war and escape, as well as loss of control over 
one’s situation and loss of identity, creates for most 
people a loss of dignity and of having a life of dignity. 
Without dignity it can be difficult to have a sense of 
meaning with life and meaning with taking action to 
create a good life.

We work with our participants’ dignity when we 
acknowledge them as equals, respect their needs and 
listen to their stories. When they experience that they 
have a right to be here, in the group, in the village, in 
Denmark and on the earth, we support the feeling of 
dignity. This right is supported by positive experien-
ces, both socially and in nature.

Dignity is supported when one experiences success 
with something, and this can be, for example success 
with getting something to grow. To be given or to take 
responsibility for something, such as a small garden 
plot, helps a feeling of dignity to grow. It is also sup-
ported by being allowed to contribute and in this way 
become valuable, either for nature or for others, such as 
the village. When the participant starts to notice his/her 
resources and receive support to strengthen them, the 
experience of dignity is re-established.

A Somalian woman sat in the sun in her 
beautiful colourful clothes. She wasn’t 
actively participating, but she was part of 
the group as she sat there in the middle 
of the garden. She sat in the shade and 
yet had the warmth of the sun and there 
was an atmosphere of dignity around her. 
As if we could give her a little of what she 
missed from where she came from.

Belonging: to lose one’s country, people, network 
and family leaves many refugees in Denmark isolated, 
lonely and separated from other people.

At GROW, the overall purpose is to create commu-
nity and to re-establish the feeling of belonging. This 

includes to a country, to a people and to a network. But 
also to nature. In the next section on Relationships and 
Community, this therapeutic theme is discussed.

Meaning: as mentioned before, meaninglessness 
and hopelessness are common companions for many 
traumatised refugees. That connectivity is meaning-
ful within and greater perspective is essential for this 
target group.

Most are not motivated to get involved in an ac-
tivity for the sake of their own well-being, except for 
being able to rest now and then. Self-worth has grad-
ually become so low, that to do something good and 
restituting for oneself, carries no worth at first. On the 
other hand, it is often strengthening, motivating and 
enjoyable to do something that has meaning for the 
garden, for birds, for the village, for the group or for a 
person in the group.

Meaningfulness can arise when we engage in some-
thing that has a purpose with relation to our needs, val-
ues or wishes. When we feel meaningfulness through 
our work with vegetables, presence in nature or to-
gether with others, it is because it fulfils something that 
is important for us. For our target group, it can meet 
the need to provide for oneself and one’s family and 
therefore it is experienced as deeply meaningful. It is 
meaningful when that which we do has a positive effect 
for our family or our surroundings.

When we build bridges to participants’ homeland 
and past, by smelling mint, this creates a red thread 
and therefore gives meaning.

As staff, we can help encourage meaningfulness by 
monitoring a participant’s needs, values and wishes 
and we can offer opportunities that can build bridges 
and be experienced beneficially and positively with 
relation to them.
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Orientation: as well as it being difficult for a refu-
gee to orientate oneself in Denmark and in the system 
because of language difficulties and cultural differ-
ences, there can also be a deeper and more autono-
mous orientation process that has stopped working 
for the traumatised. For the instinctual survival mech-
anism, the first reaction is orienting oneself in relation 
to danger and escape options. It is this reaction that 
can be frozen, together with the additional fight or 
flight mechanisms.

One way to start, is to get to know one’s surround-
ings and, for example orientate oneself in the natural 
environment from locations with good views. As al-

ready mentioned, we orientate ourselves instinctively 
and we find peace by being able to see far.

In this frozen condition, the body’s joints become 
stiff and especially the neck is stiff and painful. We 
can work physically with carefully loosening joints, 
moving the neck and stimulating the body’s ability to 
orientate itself.

We work with being able to change our focus from 
thoughts, invading memories and depressing condi-
tions to what is “here and now”, which nature invites 
us to do. If we are caught in thoughts and the past, 
it is difficult to orientate ourselves in the present and 
in the accessible resources and options that we have.

Photo: New Roots
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Nature  
makes me 
happy

Nariman (44  years), after her program at New 
Roots has become quite dependent on nature – 
especially cosying by the fire outside
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By Ole Jeppesen

Nariman was born and brought up in Iran, and now 
lives in Ejby by Holbæk in Denmark. Her home is only 
a few metres from an estuary, fields and woods – and 
this means a lot to her:

”It is so lovely. I love nature and I love to make a fire. 
We do that often at home in the garden. I sit together 
with my children by the fire and we drink tea. It is good 
for me. We also go for many walks with our little dog 
out in nature and we have a beach where you can swim, 
very close by,” says Nariman with obvious contentment.

She hadn’t thought much about nature before she 
began at New Roots in Hallingelille:

”I was very depressed. I didn’t like to go out of the 
house, talk with anyone or go to school. But now... 
Now I like school, my work and talking with other 
people,” Nariman tells.

Onwards and upwards with small steps
Her time at Hallingelille was not a transformation 
from one day to the next, she remembers.

”No, it was very slow. But a little happened every-
day, and step-by-step I came out of my depression. 
It helped a lot that I could talk with someone all the 
time. Both with the staff and with the other partici-
pants,” Nariman highlights.

She has chosen to tell her story in the bonfire hut, 
because that is an important place for her.

”I relax here. There is peace and no stress and 
it was here we started every day with coffee or tea 
around the fire. Then we went through the day’s pro-
gram. What we were going to do and when,” she says.

”Sometimes we picked vegetables and cooked 
or made jams. Other times there was a teacher who 
taught yoga. And then we always ate together. A cosy 
time,” Nariman remembers.

The future is bright and green
After having completed language school and the 
equivalent of 4th to 5th year of secondary school, 

she is now studying to be a Social and Health Assis-
tant. Life has turned full circle on a plateful of organic 
vegetables that she has grown herself in the GROW 
project.

”The best part of the program is being out in na-
ture, doing yoga – and of course all the nice people 
who I have gotten to know. I hope that we will keep 
in contact. Write to each other, ring each other and 
maybe even visit each other sometimes,” Nariman 
says.

”I’m very happy. It is actually difficult to think of 
something I would want to change,” she says with 
moist eyes, which may be because of the smoke from 
the fire or perhaps something else.

If she had to choose something, then Nariman 
would like to have to time for yoga, which is difficult 
because of the children and work.

”But maybe one day,” she adds dreamily.
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Relationships & 
Community
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Relationships

ATTACHMENT. Attachment theory as 
described by the English psychiatrist and 
psychoanalyst Bowlby (Bowlby J., 1982), has 
had great influence on the understanding 
of human’s deep needs, the forming of 
relationships and the development of 
psychopathology, and is therefore also central 
to the understanding of existential healing of 
traumatised people

Bowlby’s theory explains quite simply that the human 
has a universal inbuilt need to form close emotional 
bonds to others. This need is expressed in the first 
contact between the infant and mother, where the 
child’s survival is completely dependent on the mot-
her’s (or carer’s) empathy and care. The small help-
less child needs and is at the mercy of food, warmth 
and protection in order to survive. In this way the first 
relationship is created and consequently the first and 
primary safety.

The mother’s function as a calming carer and pro-
tector is crucial for the child’s survival, but also for its 
fundamental well-being and development of relation-
ship competence. The threat of loss of attachment 
makes the child insecure and anxious.

The human’s ability to regulate itself and calm it-
self is inherent in attachment. The nervous system is 
in this way closely connected to the security that aris-
es from a secure relationship.

The American-Canadian developmental psycholo-
gist Mary Ainsworth, continued with Bowlby’s theory 

and described four different attachment patterns. At-
tachment patterns can be expressed as how the par-
ents’ relationship abilities become patterns within the 
child that are carried throughout its life.

The attachment pattern that we have has reper-
cussions for how good we are at forming healthy re-
lationships later in life. But no matter our abilities, our 
relationships as phenomenon will continue to have 
significant influence on our fundamental well-being, 
self-worth, security and self-regulating abilities our 
whole lives.
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Trust and security
The details of how we work relational therapeutical-
ly with our participants, is an enormous and com-
prehensive subject, that is beyond the scope of this 
book. However, there are important themes that we 
wish to highlight in order to clarify the therapeutic 
attitude in relationship work.

When we as staff in the rehabilitation program 
form relationships with our participants, we should 
not assume a mother role attachment pattern, in or-
der to create trust and security. Partly, this is because 
our participants are adults and it can be seen as de-
grading if we act as mothers and treat them as chil-
dren. Moreover, we obviously cannot be with them at 
all times of the day and provide for all of their needs.

Even so, it is still important in our work with the par-
ticipants, to keep in mind that their relationship foun-
dation has often been destroyed by trauma, no matter 
what attachment pattern they have been brought up 
with. So, some of the fundamental elements of attach-
ment and relationship abilities need to be rebuilt.

For example, we often see that our participants 
have lost trust in others. Too many attacks both phys-
ically and psychologically, too many overstepped 
boundaries as well as mistrust and insecurity has ru-
ined the ability to believe in others and trust them. 
From that mistrust, there can consequently also 
spring a mistrust to one’s own abilities and worth and 
a mistrust to life having anything good to offer them.

Our hope for our participants is that they find se-
curity and self-worth in order to navigate in a new 
country and in order to be co-creators of a new and 
good life in Denmark. It is therefore essential to start 
with relationship, trust and security.

This new trust needs to be established with us 
from the beginning. This means in our physical sur-
roundings and with us as staff. While the child seeks 
its secure base with its parents or primary caregiv-
ers, it is our bonfire hut and in the interaction with 
us that the new safe base for our participants is 
found. New development can emerge out of this, 
and often does.

Photo: New Roots
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Forming of relationships
When we wish to create the foundation for a good 
and trusting relationship, we have the above under-
standing with us and we focus our behaviour on sev-
eral factors:

Warmth and happiness: we greet them with hap-
piness and warmth! We are happy to see them today. 
We have open arms and greet with warmth and fami-
liarity. We welcome them.

We laugh together preferably every day! About 
misunderstandings, comical happenings, our own 
mistakes and clumsiness.

Authenticity: we do all that we can to disrobe from 
our titles and present ourselves as authentic people. 
Our professional roles and functions should provide 
safety, and not be a shield that we hide behind. We 
therefore attempt to have our personalities with us, 
while being open and accepting our mistakes and im-
perfections, our values and our agendas. We have to 
seem and be credible, if we wish to invite trust.

Because the participants do not interact with us 
behind a desk or in a clinic, but experience our many 
facets, the chances are greater that they can form a 
more complete picture, a more human impression if 
you like, of the staff. They see us dig in the field, cook, 
retain contact with them through a painful memory, 
accompany them with a social worker and so on, and 
they observe how we are together with the other par-
ticipants.

Acknowledgement: we acknowledge pain. Loss, 
anxiety and hopelessness, but also the physical pains 
that often arise in the heart, in the back, in the joints 
etc. We understand that we cannot change anything 
until we have acknowledged that it is a reality. But 
we also acknowledge resources! Often it is resources 
that our participants are not aware of having. Resour-
ces can have many different attributes, but are often 
personal abilities, competencies or personality traits 
such as for example being good at interpreting for 
others, having green fingers or being accommo-
dating or curious.

Photo: New Roots
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A new group of about eight, met up 
for the first day. Amongst them was an 
Afghanistani man, who was tired and 
depressed. He had obvious physical 
pains and was difficult to involve in the 
day’s activities. He tried his best, but he 
looked more like he needed rest. He was 
amicably shown to a hammock in a cor-
ner of the garden. His face lit up and he 
smiled and said thank you. He was then 
offered a cushion and a blanket, but in 
seeing such simple friendliness he loudly 
exclaimed, ”No no no!”, as if he did not 
want it. But what he actually meant was 
that he thought it was too much. The 
blanket was tucked in around his feet 
and with an emotional look he said, ”You 
see me. You see me.”

To be taken seriously: our participants have often said 
that they trust us because they can see that we do all 
that we can to help them. They observe that we walk 
alongside them in the field and don’t mind pushing a 
heavy wheelbarrow. That we use our time and energy 
to help them prepare for and carry out different prac-
tical challenges they might have and overall, we take 
them seriously.

Family
When the forming of relationships is successful with our 
participants, we often hear that we are called ”sister” 
or ”brother”. This could be interpreted as a progression 
into an unhealthy transference (psychoanalytical term 
which describes the client’s unconscious transference 
of feelings for family members, such as a mother, onto 
the therapist), which should be nipped in the bud ASAP, 
but we interprete it as an expression of trust that has 
been formed, and therefore successful attachment. 
Most of the refugees come from a family oriented cul-
ture where the family helps each other, listens and acts.

We have often experienced that participants’ fa-
mily members spontaneously turn up. Suddenly a sis-
ter has arrived together with the participant in the 
taxi so that she also can feel how lovely it is here. Or 
the children have come too, in order to see how good 
Dad is at building with wood.

There are several aspects to family coming. First-
ly, it is about showing the place so that the family 
can better understand what the participants do and 
and what they talk about at home. It gives a great 
advantage for the rehabilitation process, that there 
is support from the home and if the family members 
can gently urge, so that they help get them out the 
door in the mornings on the days when energy is low. 
That the participants can share their experiences at 
home, also ensures that the day’s positive effects are 
able to spread and fill out at home and therefore can 
be maintained more long-term.

There can be a hope that the family also benefit 
from positive experiences. It is important for many 
that family members have met us and we them, in 
order to strengthen familiar bonds between us and 
their own family. They feel safer about knowing us 
and we understand our participants better when we 
have met their close family.

Additionally, there can be a wish that family mem-
bers see their ”sick” mother or father, brother or sister 
in a new way. Participants can show resources and 
competencies, new as well as existing, that are a re-
quirement here, but more seldom at home.

A Syrian man in his 40’s had used a 
wheelchair the last few years because of 
unexplainable and perhaps psychosomatic 
symptoms in his legs. In his own country, 
he had been the family’s head entrepre-
neur, with many aluminium companies 
and had worked as a craftsman. Now his 
status was low and he was hardly able 
to look after himself. One day his 9-year-
old son came with him. He was shown 
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around and his dad showed him the nicely 
painted, red stable window that was now 
installed in the little toilet hut built of 
clay. He had worked on it for many hours, 
including painting and mounting the new 
glass. The man’s son did not believe him. 
He could not believe that his dad could do 
something like this and it required several 
people to confirm it.

When it is possible, such as during the summer holi-
days or for special events, we encourage the partici-
pants to take family with them. Despite this requiring 
extra logistics, there are many advantages to be had 
by including the family.

Physical contact
Having cultural sensitivity when you have many dif-
ferent ethnicities, can be a real challenge. To suc-
cessfully show respect and tact with relation to other 
cultural mannerisms than one’s own and at the same 
time demonstrate how things are done in Denmark, 
requires significant insight, curiosity and sensitivity.

This need is important from the very beginning, 
for how do we greet each other? And who should ac-
commodate who?

The very first time we meet participants, we greet 
them in the same way often done in Denmark: we 
shake hands and say our name. Both with men and 
women. After this we are familiar with each other 
and if the atmosphere is positive, it usually turns into 
kissing on the cheeks with women and shaking hands 
with men. Our experience is that it leads to trust and 
security to greet in the same way, as our participants 
are used to from their homes, if we ourselves are 
comfortable with it.

And then there are of course exceptions. More 
than once a Muslim man has simply laid his hand on 
his heart instead of shaking hands. Other men give 
hugs.

These attitudes are based on our reflections on se-
curity and adapting. It is our goal to create as much 
safetly with our participants as possible in order for 
there to be a foundation for healthy development. To 
greet in familiar ways feels safe and participants feel 
seen and respected for their own heritage. In Den-
mark they constantly use a lot of energy on trying to 
understand and learn the culture and to adapt to the 
norms. By showing that we also can adapt, is a small 
gesture that does not require much of us.

A Muslim man from Chechnya shook 
hands when we met in the mornings, but 
it was always a very floppy handshake. 
Sometimes he had pulled his sleeve over 
his hand so that there was no skin con-
tact. One day we asked him if he would 
prefer not to shake hands, because it 
was not a neccessity. He sighed a breath 
of relief and told us that in his religion 
you have to wash your hands a certain 
number of times after a man has sha-
ken hands with a woman, and this was 
very difficult for him. But he assured us 
that he had no lack of respect for us as 
women.

Conversely, some situations require physical contact 
no matter which cultural preference the participant 
may have. For example, with traumatic reactions such 
as flashbacks or panic attacks, where hands on shoul-
ders or another clear type of touch can be what helps 
the participant return to reality.

Photo: New Roots
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Social rules
Every culture contains a complex codex of more or 
less unspoken and unconscious social rules. Much of 
what we do when we are in interaction with others, 
we do without thinking, and purely from habit. We 
perhaps only first notice this, when we meet people 
who do things differently.

Concerning food, cooking and eating, there are 
many culturally specified codices. How we treat ani-
mals and meat, what we understand as healthy, and 
how much fat and sugar we eat, whether we eat with 
our fingers or from the same plate or only with a fork. 
The list is endless.

It is exciting and educational to explore these dif-
ferences and a successful cultural meeting can be 
had by reflecting over the questions one has in look-
ing for alternative explanations and understandings. 
It is possible to express what one has noticed with 
a friendly curiosity. Of course we need to show and 
explain how we do things in Denmark so that it can 
help our participants within our society, but we defi-
nitely get further by showing a willingness to learn 
from them.
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Community

IDENTITY, AFFILIATION AND SAFETY. 
Evolution has contributed to a need for 
us to seek community. Together with 
our clan or tribe in our ancestral past, 
we could be protected, we could keep 
warm and we could hunt and easier find 
food. It was here that we sought after 
security

We had a role in our clan, a function and a rank. And 
we knew where we belonged if we met another clan 
and had to, for example, fight for territory. We re-
ceived and gave help in our clan. The clan was our 
survival. But also our well-being.

Today most people do not have the same need 
for a clan in order to survive. We can manage with 
most necessities ourselves with the assistance from 
modern technologies and our welfare system. A de-
scription of how communities have developed and 
how they function today is not within the scope of 
this book, but it is important to note that community 
is a deeply human need and for most people it is a 
prerequisite for well-being.

Most of the participants from GROW have as their 
origins, cultures where the collective, understood as 
being the family and the network, is more important 
than the individual. Individuals are brought up to 
think of the community before themselves. Identity 
is particularly related to the community a person is a 
part of, and is to a much lesser degree, measured by 
what an individual achieves.

To focus solely on the single individual in a treatment 
of people originating from a collectivist culture can re-
sult, in the worst-case scenario, as being reductionist 
and in the best case, insufficient. This is why community 
is an integrated part of rehabilitation in GROW. 

In Community Psychology, communities are some-
thing that cannot be separated from the individual 
and vice versa. The mantra is person-in-context – the 
person in the context of the environment that sur-
rounds him/her, the social networks and the institu-
tional surroundings (Peter Berliner, 2004).

With this concept, problems and symptoms can-
not be given alone to the single individual, but has to 
be seen as a part of the bigger picture.

On that basis, community can be a psychological 
as well as a social tool. In Community Psychology, the 
community is worked with as an object of transfor-
mation. Used with relation to GROW, the communi-
ty between the participants and the villagers in Hal-
lingelille, becomes a tool in our work towards creating 
psychological transformation of the participants. That 
the participants feel they are part of something posi-
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tively larger gives more calm to their nervous system, 
stronger feelings of safety and meaning, and it gives 
them a new narrative about themselves in Denmark. 

At the same time, a transformation of the commu-
nity in Hallingelille also occurs. The villagers are also 
changed by their interaction with the refugees and 
their stories. The community’s identity and narrative 
is also changed.

Epidemiologist Sydney cobb identifies three criteria 
for social support:
1. Information that lets the individual believe that he 

or she is loved.
2. Information that lets the individual believe that he 

or she is important and valued.
3. Information that lets the individual understand 

that he or she is part of a network of communi-
cation and reciprocal obligation. (Sydney Cobb, 
1976)

The three types of information describe how inter-
action in the GROW community creates messages 
to the participant on a psychological level. Messages 
that occur both verbally and non-verbally, but can be 
integrated by the participant as safety and a new ex-
perience of identity.

GROW Community between the participants inter-
nally is essential to establish. It is a crucial part of 
their feelings of safety, that every person feels like 
they fit in with the others.

In the participant-community, participants often 
meet others of another origin than themselves, with an-
other language. They will perhaps meet someone who 
they initially have preconceptions about or will rank 
them within an already constructed social hierarchy. 

But they may also meet people who have the same 
or similar situations as themselves. Those who know 
what it is like to be a refugee in Denmark and who also 
have baggage full of traumatic experiences. They will 
experience that there are people who have different 
skills and abilities than themselves and perhaps are 
good at something which suddenly is useful. They can 
mirror for each other, and despite differences, they can 
still end up experiencing a type of kinship.

In order to support this community in becoming 
as safe and equal as possible, it is essential how we 
staff relate to the group and to each individual. When 
the participants experience that we give equal atten-
tion, respect and care to tall and small, woman and 
man, light and dark, then it gives an impression and 
influences how they experience each other. When we 
insist on being equal with everyone, we support a 
feeling of equality in the group. 

As well as a conscious approach that is based on 
equality and community, for each participant, there 
are always group supported activities and attentions 
during the day. It can be the smallest thing such as 
asking how to say “Good morning” in all of the dif-
ferent languages and asking the group to repeat. It 
can be when we encourage that everyone listens and 
tries to understand during the daily check-in round. 
It is also supportive for the group, of course, to cook 
together and especially to eat together. The feeling 
that arises when we sit around the table that has 
been nicely set, and eat the dishes that others in the 
group have prepared has been described numerous 
times by the participants as “like being in a family 

Community how?
In GROW we understand and use communities on 
several different levels. 

Society

FOGI

Village 

GROW
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again”. Eating together can have a great influence on 
affiliation, safety and identity. 

We seldom experience a participant who does 
not wish to take part in the group. Most often they 
feel isolated and lonely and they miss knowing peo-
ple with whom they can identify. For some, it doesn’t 
take many days before they have taken home-made 
baking with them, that they wish to share or in some 
other way, show their desire for community.

Not long after starting, a woman from 
Congo had taken Ndaz with her – a type 
of deep-fried sweet bread from Congo. 
She had made it the day before and 
offered the group the large bread that 
everyone tasted and complimented her 
for. Later she told how much it meant 
for her that the others received the 
bread. She had previously tried the same 
strategy at her language school, but no-
one would eat it because she was black 
and therefore inferior, especially in the 
Arabic culture. 

The Village At New Roots, we are fortunate to have 
our base in the eco-village Hallingelille. As well as 
having lovely natural surroundings, it gives the possi-
bility for bonding with an already existing community 
of friendly and welcoming and curious people. 

When the participants have gotten used to the 
safety and warmth of the participant group, we give 
them an experience of there being more people in 
Denmark, who wish them well. 

Sometimes we are allowed to see inside a neigh-
bour’s house – many participants have never been in 
a Danish home! It can be a short visit, in order to see 
the house and to say hello, or perhaps we are invited 
to stay for a cup of coffee. 

The neighbours also are invited to join “bring-a-
dish” lunch, when we, in Module 2, prepare and eat 
together.  It is a light and expectation-free precursor 

Photo: New Roots
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to creating a cultural meeting, where there is always 
something to talk about. The family becomes a little 
bigger. 

For the most part, it is smaller, easily accomplished 
and obvious activities that, in the bigger picture, give 
the participant a feeling of being welcomed and valued. 
Being allowed to contribute to a community is some-
thing that, very fundamentally, builds value, meaningful-
ness and self-esteem. It creates a connectiveness that is 
naturally an important step forward toward integration, 
motivation and hope for the future. 

But GROW does not need to be within a village 
community in order to have these effects. Volunteers 
from a local area that can spare a little time to parti-
cipate in a lunch or to join in the garden, can play the 
same meaningful role. 

A smaller group of volunteers can often be suc-
cessfully found through existing charities such as the 
local department of the Red Cross, Friendly Citizens 
or Age Concern.

FOGI – Society for Green Integration FOGI came into 
existence as a result of earlier participants wanting to 
continue a community after completing the GROW 
program. 

The group wanted to continue seeing each other 
and to maintain their new network, to continue with 
some of the nature activities that we carried out dur-
ing the program, and mainly to uphold the positive 
experiences and effects. A handful of them stepped 
forward to form a committee and then FOGI came 
into being. 

Denmark is to a large extent a country full of socie-
ties and clubs, and being a member of a society and 
participating in activities and democratic processes 
is an important part of living in Denmark and under-
standing the culture. Those who are a part of a com-
mittee gather direct experience by leading a society, 
and they can include it on their CV.

In FOGI, there are culture evenings, such as Ram-
adan and Christmas parties, a range of outdoor acti-

Photo: New Roots

vities throughout the year, that include children and 
adults, refugees and Danes. Anyone can be a mem-
ber, and as rumour spreads, it opens up for more net-
works with more people being formed.

Through these three aforementioned levels of 
community, the participant is prepared and helped to 
enter society more noticeably, and to feel a part of it. 
We propose that when it is successful, the way to em-
ployment becomes markedly shorter and well-being 
becomes markedly increased! 
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Nana Folke, 
Advisor at Red Cross

In this chapter I will describe the value of voluntary 
commitment on the basis of voluntary integration in 
Red Cross. The main emphasis in this chapter is on a 
one-to-one relationship, but some of the same effects 
can occur in larger social groups as well. Moreover, I 
will address how professionals can work in collabora-
tion with and form good frameworks for volunteers.

A social relationship that gives continuity 
Something that refugees often highlight with relation 
to volunteers, is that the volunteers do not get paid. 
The only reason they involve themselves is because 
they want to, and this is of great significance for refu-
gees. It also gives the opportunity to build up a rela-
tionship that can emerge from common activities and 
specific needs, where the relationship is not bound by 

different statutes and rules. Refugees’ lives are full of 
uncertainty and there are often external factors, for 
example how family reunion is progressing or a job 
centres’ specific requirements. It is here that volun-
teers, precisely because of their independence from 
the system, are often an invaluable support. A recent 
study (Als Research 2020) shows that volunteers help 
refugees to a great extent, to understand letters from 
authorities, by being of assistance at meetings at the 
council or by helping with applications for holiday 
pay etc. It can give harmony, including an emotional 
harmony, when volunteers help by understanding, ac-
cepting and giving space for the refugees’ reactions 
– e.g. if family reunion has been rejected.

Volunteers can also give refugees a feeling of 
continuity. Often refugees are surrounded by many 
physical changes and meetings with many different 
professionals. In Red Cross, our volunteers are typi-
cally active between 3 and 10 years, which often gives 

The relationship between refugees and volunteers is equal and 
human. Volunteers do not have a professional way of working with 
refugees and this is exactly what makes the relationship valuable. The 
volunteer’s efforts are supplements to professional help for refugees 
with trauma. It isn’t a treatment, but it can be an important support 
for most ordinary situations. The relationship to the volunteer can 
give calm and trust and research shows that volunteers can support 
refugees with regards to education and employment

Volunteers give 
harmony and support 
to ease pressure 
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Ole and Azat. 
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the chance for long-term relationships. A refugee that 
has been engaged in Red Cross activities says:

“When I am sad or have low energy, 
then sometimes I do not go to the café. 
Then Lis will always write a text and ask 
if I am okay, if the children are okay, or 
if there are any problems. This makes 

me very happy. It is almost like when 
we lived in Syria, and I had contact with 
my mother every day. Unfortunately, my 
mother died after we fled to Turkey, so it 
means a lot to me that someone thinks 
about us, asks how we’re doing and 
keeps a bit of an eye on us”.
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The stability and patience of volunteers is essential, and 
in a recent evaluation (LG Insight 2019) it is exactly this 
social relationship to the volunteers that refugees high-
light as being one of the most valuable results. Refugees 
often wish to share their experiences from everyday life 
and perhaps also the difficult experiences from earlier 
episodes in their lives. It is here that the volunteer can 
make an important difference by listening, asking ques-
tions and helping with how to progress if, for example, 
they have a need for professional treatment. In this way 
a continual presence and social support is in itself an 
important factor in terms of strengthening refugees’ 
psychological health.

Volunteers as door openers to Danish society
Volunteers often play a significant role in terms of 
helping refugees with the challenges that they come 
across in everyday life. In interviews, the refugees 
highlight that training Danish skills is one of the most 
important features, which is backed up by 85 per 
cent of councils, who also think that refugee’s Danish 
skills are strengthened by contact with the volunteers 
(LG Insight 2019). This gives the possibility to practice 
“everyday Danish” and to train Danish outside of the 
language school, as well as it placing the refugees in a 
better position in terms of education and employment.

Today more than every second council and also 
refugees themselves assessed that the relationship 
to volunteers contributes to both education and em-
ployment (LG Insight 2019). It can for instance be that 
the relationship gives refugees trust to and a belief in 
their own potentials, that volunteers help with clarifi-
cation (e.g. by accompanying a visit to an educational 
institution), or that volunteers use their own network 
to find training placements. They can also be about 
helping refugees retain the jobs they already have. A 
refugee with a volunteer friend says:

“Contact to the Danish friendship-family and sub-
sequently my Danish colleagues is very important 
for me, so that I can understand Danish society. I can 
learn by orienting myself, with all the unwritten rules 

in society, and in the workplace, I can really only learn 
from people.”

Include volunteers early and give responsibility
The last national volunteer study showed that almost 
40 per cent of Danes had worked voluntarily within 
the last few years (Center for Frivilligt Socialt Arbejde/
Centre for Voluntary Social Work, 2017). We experi-
ence similar numbers in Red Cross and engagement 
is able to be strengthened and solidified, if we form 
good frameworks for the volunteers. We know from 
Red Cross’ voluntary study (Red Cross, 2017) that the 
primary reason for people becoming volunteers is the 
wish to make a difference. As a volunteer in one of the 
departments of the Red Cross says:

”It gives me so much to support refugees 
in their lives – and I feel so good about 
myself because I do something that I feel I 
should do. Everything that I receive back – 
a boundless gratitude, friendships for life, 
fantastic experiences, insights into other 
cultures, fills me with happiness.”

That volunteers can see the idea with the efforts 
or the case that they are engaged in is central. It is 
therefore important that the volunteer is allowed to 
have lots of opportunities for influence. In Red Cross, 
this happens by way of our charity structure, which 
is built of around 200 local departments in Denmark. 
Each one has their own self managing committee, 
and it is these who decide which voluntary activities 
should be initiated, as they can best assess the local 
needs, and if the needs can be met with voluntary 
efforts, or if they require professional help. The vol-
untary activities are also managed by the volunteers, 
who are partly in charge of recruiting new volunteers 
and supporting the existing volunteers, and are partly 
project managers with relation to collaborating with 
external bodies (e.g. the council). They are however 
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closely supported by professional volunteer advisors.
Involvement of and cooperation with volunteers 

can take many different forms, but in order to be suc-
cessful it is essential that professionals involve volun-
teers early on and create an open space, where refu-
gees and volunteers are listened to from the start. In 
this way, a common ownership and quality efforts are 
secured. It is also a good idea that professionals, in 
collaboration with the volunteers, focus on:

 ❚ Specify clear common goals and roles
 ❚ Prioritise time and resources for working together
 ❚ Understand each other’s respective logistics and 

be curious, open and responsive
 ❚ Establish a forum for dialogue and orient each 

other continuously (Danish Refugee Help and 
Red Cross, 2017)

Exchange of ideas and  
networks for and with volunteers
Some volunteers can be challenged by being initiat-
ed in the psychological and physical problems that 
refugees with trauma can have. It is essential that vol-
unteers are prepared properly, in order for them to 
support the voluntary activities that they are involved 
with. In Red Cross, we focus on this nationally, in that 
we focus on relevant themes over numerous natio-
nal Theme Days. These can be for example “traumas”, 
“the difficult conversation”, “legal issues”, or how 
someone as a volunteer has clear boundaries – both 
in order to take care of oneself but also so as not to 
overtake a refugee’s responsibility, while helping.

Locally, the volunteers are part of a volunteer 
group, that is managed by a voluntary manager and 
where the volunteers can exchange experiences and 
inspire each other. In this way volunteers use each 
other and the voluntary manager as partners in the 
exchange of ideas. If a volunteer requires more spe-
cific knowledge or professional help then they can al-
ways contact an employed volunteer advisor in Red 
Cross, who supports the local work, in addition to 

having group supervision on offer for the local de-
partments who request it.

As a professional who wants to start a voluntary 
project, it can be a good idea to consider:

 ❚ If there can be a cooperation with an organisation 
that already works with volunteers and therefore 
can provide recruitment and good structures for 
the voluntary work

 ❚ How professional knowledge of, for example trau-
ma, can be given to volunteers – such as in the 
form of lectures, courses or supervision. This is in 
itself an acknowledgment of voluntary efforts.

What now?
Volunteers can make a big difference and can form 
part of the continuity and harmonisation required, but 
can also be a general support in a refugee’s everyday 
life. Volunteers can help refugees to re-establish trust 
and belief in their own potentials and also help them 
with jobs and education.

Creating a good voluntary effort requires good 
preparation. First and foremost, it is important in the 
collaboration with volunteers and refugees to assess 
whether it is voluntary intervention that is required 
for the concrete needs, or if there is more need for 
professional help. It is also essential to form a good 
structure for voluntary work. This requires knowledge 
of the voluntary potentials, earlier involvement of vol-
unteers, further establishment of expectations with 
relation to the need as well as continuous opportunity 
for close supervision and support.
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My Body

THE BODY AFTER TRAUMA. It often 
happens, when living with serious trauma, that 
one’s physical movement becomes more and 
more limited over time. Gradually the body 
only moves when it is absolutely necessary in 
order to try to carry out daily activities. Body 
posture becomes more compressed and 
movements smaller and fewer

In order to understand what is happening, it is important 
to see trauma as primarily a physiological process, and 
secondarily as cognitive and emotional processes. Ac-
cording to Peter Levine, who developed the well-recog-
nised trauma treatment method called Somatic Experi-
encing, trauma first and foremost happens in the body 
and stores itself in the body. As described in the chapter 
on trauma and body in part one, trauma happens when 
the nervous system is overwhelmed as a result of the 
experience of danger and cannot come back to its orig-
inal healthy and natural condition again. It can become 
locked in high activation, where the body tenses and 
makes itself ready for fight or flight. The body, the psy-
che and the brain can be trapped in a freeze reaction or 
collapse where the system becomes stiff with fright and 
thereafter numb and immobile (Levine, s. 7-17).

This consequently brings the body into a condition 
of constant contraction and over vigilance, where an 
otherwise deep relaxation that should naturally follow, 
cannot be attained. This constant effect of stress hor-

mones over stimulates the body and weakens it. This, 
logically enough, starts a ripple effect of chronic pain. 
In GROW, we often meet people who have a whole 
range of physical challenges such as discus prolapse, 
migraine, joint pain, oedema, back and neck pain.

The body now has a resistance to relaxation, as 
the nervous system equates relaxation with being un-
able to defend oneself or to run away and therefore 
survive. There can also be a resistance to moving the 
body because this can lead to sensing and body con-
sciousness, and this is often experienced as unsafe 
and unmanageable.

For people who are traumatised, the senses are 
often experienced as a source of chaos, anxiety and 
overwhelm. They feel bombarded by inner warnings 
that attempt to control by, for instance, closing down 
the sensory apparatus, and in this way, they become 
empty and numb. They do not trust their senses; they 
feel as though they are unsafe and therefore, they 
cannot use them to navigate. This is a serious prob-

Photo: New Roots
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lem because it is exactly this – navigation - they need 
to use their senses for!

Therefore, it is experienced as most safe and se-
cure not to move very much, not to go out, and ge-
nerally to keep physical activity to a minimum. This 
gives again more pain, more disease, lifestyle pro-
blems and reduced quality-of-life.

Bessel A van der Kolk, professor of psychiatry and 
trauma expert writes: ”If you have a comfortable con-
nection with your inner sensations - if you can trust them 
to give you accurate information - you will feel in charge 
of your body, your feelings, and your self.” (Kolk, p.98)

To work with the body and through the body must 
therefore be a central part of rehabilitation of trauma-
tised refugees, and this is our assumption at GROW.

Body program
We mainly attempt to have our participants become 
friends with their body again, build a body conscious-
ness and a contentment with physical movement. As 
mentioned above, it is very important that this pro-
cess happens slowly, so that relaxation and move-
ment does not become a trauma trigger, but instead 
is experienced with safety.
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When our body has been subject to attack, pe-
riods with insufficient nutrition, medicine, sleep and 
care, and it now mostly just stands in the way of a 
painless and peaceful life, it is not a friend – and sub-
sequently there is not much contentment with using 
the body.

By way of a daily body program, we gradually 
build up a contact to the body again. It is not a fitness 
program, but in the beginning a very gentle program, 
which focuses on movement of the joints. At the be-
ginning, a few daily exercises are repeated, that give 
a calming effect on the nervous system, and can for 
instance be used after having a nightmare or with an-
xiety.

Some of these exercises are breathing exercises. 
For most, just noticing one’s breathing and its rhythm 
is completely new. It is very beneficial to work with 
breath, because it is controlled by the autonomous 
nervous system and can be controlled with our will. It 
is the autonomous nervous system that governs our 
elementary survival system and therefore also the le-
vel of activation during for example danger or poten-
tial danger. Because it is autonomous, it is difficult for 
us to influence. But through breath it is possible to 
regulate this activation.

Breathing exercises all have their focus on the ex-
hale, as this stimulates the parasympathetic nervous 
system which regulates relaxation and induces the 
heart to beat slower. Through breathing exercises, 
we support a balancing of the autonomous nervous 
system and a synchronisation of the rhythm of the 
heart. (Kolk, 2014, s.269)

As feelings of safety begin to increase, the body 
program exercises can gradually develop and the 
complexity can increase.

Especially in the beginning, it is important that the 
body program is segregated between men and wom-
en. Women often feel inhibited by the presence of 
men and when we consider how many of the women 
have suffered abuse during war and escape, and how 
many come from a very gender segregated culture, 

this is not hard to understand. In order for a body 
program to give effect, safety is essential.

The body in nature
One of the great advantages with using nature as 
a framework for a rehabilitation program such as 
GROW is that the body easier becomes a part of the 
process. There is almost no activity that does not 
stimulate and motivate physical engagement. Even 
when the activity is of a more physically passive cha-
racter. There is still an effect on the senses that has an 
influence on the whole body.

The mornings in GROW typically start around the 
fire, which for most of them is a strong stimulation 
that, through the visual, auditory, tactile and even the 
olfactory (sense of smell) senses, focus and calm the 
whole system. At the same time, sense integration 
is supported, in other words the process where the 
brain sorts, organises and processes sensory infor-
mation and regulates the information. A process that 
often can be out of balance with PTSD.

To feel the wind on a cheek, to look out over the 
yellow dandelion meadow and at the same time smell 
spring and listen to the birdsong is a pleasurable 
sensing experience for most. And if this is also suc-
cessful in heightening a consciousness of the sensory 
experience, it gives an even greater confidence and 
trust to the senses and gradually the experience can 
be anchored as a tool to bring oneself into harmony.

With the sensory influences of nature, we can work 
with sensing and sense integration so that the experi-
ences become safe and natural physical experiences. 
This is both related to sensing the external world and 
internal physical impressions.

Most of the programs begin with nature activities 
that require fewer movements or simple movements. 
We often start by sowing seeds in seed trays. This 
requires fewer muscles but it does require fine motor 
skills and focus. It is our experience that many trau-
matised refugee women find it difficult to carry out 
handcrafts that they were able to manage in the past, 
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such as crochet and knitting. Now there is a need for 
too much dexterity and it rapidly creates addition-
al aches in the neck, shoulders and back. However, 
many become quickly engaged with sowing the tiny 
seeds in the earth and writing labels for them. Per-
haps it is the thought of what they will become and 
the joy of being together around the planting table.

Soon the raised beds or the garden plots need 
to be prepared and this requires larger movements 
and energy. And while the participant’s focus is not 
on getting in form or getting strong, but on planting 
vegetables or picking nuts in the woods, the muscles 
and joints become stronger and the body’s range of 
motion increases without it being experienced as too 
challenging or demanding.

Along the way, there is a constant balancing of 
showing consideration and motivating, where limits 
need to be respected and the courage to challenge 
them is invited.

The integration of the senses, body consciousness 
and physical development plays an essential role for 
the personal compass. That we can listen to our body 
and to our needs on a physical level is important for 
our well-being and the ability to engage and learn 
new things. At the same time, it gives us a deeper 
contact to our body and a natural incentive to take 
care of our health and to be attentive to our diet, en-
ergy and condition and this creates a greater feeling 
of contentment and increased self-worth.

When we know the signals of our body, we feel 
a greater degree of control over our lives. We know 
better how we can relate to, for example, pain, feel-
ings, working postures and trauma reactions, and so 
we develop not only our physical range but also our 
mental and social range and we easier can use our 
body as a director.
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My Strength

EVERYONE HAS RESOURCES. The other 
aspect of the personal compass is about 
finding one’s own strengths and getting 
to know one’s own resources. Broadly 
speaking, this is related to abilities and 
competencies both personal, professional 
and social – but also outer resources, like a 
network is especially an example of

No matter how limited one’s resources may be, it is 
important to get closer to having an experience or a 
personal feeling of being resourceful and able in life.

When participants come to a GROW program, they 
have often been through years of degrading experien-
ces in terms of trying to create a new and good life in 
Denmark. The hope of being received with open arms in 
the new country and being able to let go of the atroci-
ties of the past and focus on moving forward and re-
building one’s life, has been too often put to shame. For 
many, a life in exile is an unexpected nightmare which 
can be added to the existing baggage of trauma.

The people we receive are often found in a con-
dition of helplessness, resignation and unbelievably 
low self-worth and self-trust. Few think that they have 
anything special to contribute with and the only thing 
they notice is all the obstacles that are in front of 
them. Very few still have a glimpse of hope of finding 
employment, being able to provide for their family 
and to contribute to society.

All in all, it is few and far between that there are 
instances of someone feeling resourceful, and with all 
that they have been through, this is only natural.

In order to turn this around to something more 
positive, an accepting and acknowledging attitude 
is paramount. The starting point is to acknowledge 
the pain and the feeling of, for example helplessness. 
We acknowledge that these feelings and experiences 
are present, but we also attempt not to confirm and 
therefore reinforce them. This isn’t necessarily easy, 
and in order to keep the balance, regular supervision 
is required. As professionals we can risk being infect-
ed by hopelessness, and there is a risk that we end up 
confirming that which we wish to transform, without 
meaning to.

At the start, it is often we the staff who need to 
represent strength and resources in the participants’ 
lives until they can begin to feel it themselves. There-
fore, it is important that we hold onto hope and belief 
that their lives can be better.

Foto: Nye Rødder
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The use of appreciation
When we as staff or a group show our appreciation of 
the participant for what they are or do, we start their 
own appreciation process and discovery of their own 
strength. This can begin with appreciating that they 
have turned up, despite the long journey or a sleep-
less night. It can be the small things in our collabora-
tion, that we acknowledge and show that we value.

From here, we progress to appreciating that the 
participant has joined in an activity, participates in 
the assignment of the day and tries to learn some-
thing new. We need to have more focus on the at-
tempt than on the result. 

Appreciation can also be given when a participant 
takes a rest when he or she is just too tired to parti-
cipate. We come across participants who think that 
they have to prove themselves for us and who do not 
listen to their own needs in an attempt to make them-
selves deserving of a job that they think we can give 
them. There can also be instances of acute stress re-

sponse being so highly activated that they think they 
always have to do something to keep themselves 
busy, and they do not dare to rest or to feel.

We often see the biggest transformation when 
we come to harvest time. When the garden that they 
have looked after gradually begins to burst with edi-
ble greens that they can take home to their families, 
pride, gratitude and happiness is reaped in the major-
ity. But also new experiences of having success with 
something in Denmark. Despite the soil feeling differ-
ent, planting being carried out in a different way, and 
the weather being different, they have still managed 
to get vegetables to grow. Both recognisable crops 
from their home country but also completely new and 
strange ones.

By way of gardening, cooking and other concrete 
working activities, the majority reach a feeling of 
accomplishment which can be appreciated by others. 
Perhaps there has also been something they actually 
accomplished in their home country but which was 
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forgotten on the way, or perhaps it is a completely new 
accomplishment. It is these experiences that awaken 
a feeling of one’s own strength and ability and which 
gives something to build on in the future. Amongst 
other things, in the program’s third module, it is the 
participants’ professional abilities that are given more 
attention, through workshop activities. In this phase, 
more specific job-oriented skills are developed through 
practical projects and guidance, and it becomes clear 
for the participant and for us, what each person is good 
at and enjoys and has a flair for working with.

The tree of life
Towards the end of the program, a good tool to cover-
ing and illustrating strengths and resources can be an 
exercise from Narrative Therapy called The Tree of Life.

In the exercise the participant writes or draws on 
a picture of a tree that they have drawn themselves, 
or which has been printed. Every part of the tree rep-

resents an aspect of the person’s strengths or resour-
ces. For example, the roots can be an expression of 
one’s background or “roots”, such as family, culture, 
childhood and heritage. Everything that one experi-
ences today as valuable in these areas can be drawn 
or written on the tree’s roots.

On the surface of the earth there is room for outer 
resources in the existing life, network, activities etc. 
The trunk represents personal abilities or characteris-
tics that can be added, and even more constructively, 
with input from the group. On the crown of the tree 
there can be future dreams, important people and the 
“gifts of life”. The Tree of Life can be a helpful illustra-
tion of all the abilities that a person actually carries 
with him or her in their personal compass. See https://
viden.sl.dk/media/8949/mindspring-for-unge.pdf for 
more instructions about the exercise. 

Photo: New Roots
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My way

REALITY CHECK. A significant assignment 
for GROW is to indicate the way forward 
for every single participant

The road is seldom straight, nor is it a flower meadow 
that stretches out before them. But even just finding a 
route that can lead to a better place and where there 
can be help with the obstacles on the way, can be 
crucial.

Working with My Body and My Strength is a pre-
requisite for progression to become visible and for 
the person to find the courage and energy to start the 
journey. All too often we see that participants have 
had a plan thrust upon them, with job-seeking obliga-
tions, work experience and so on, but they often do 
not understand them, they do not feel any ownership 
or motivation for the plan and they lack the energy to 
go through with it. We therefore attempt to pave the 
way together with the participants and we regularly 
assess expectations and conditions realistically.

There are certain realities with relation to trauma 
symptoms and to life in Denmark that are important 
to address in order to shape a realistic way forward 
for the person.

There can be hopes and expectations that GROW 
is the key to a life without trauma symptoms. The 
hope for being able to return to one’s original and 
healthy “me” can still be present in some. To be com-
pletely free of migraines, invading memories and an-
xiety would be happiness incarnate. To be able to for-
get everything that has happened.

Or as some might think: If I just could get a job! 
Why is it so hard to get, when I can so easily be of 
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assistance? Or the opposite: Why can’t we just be left 
alone in peace and be given our benefits when we 
are sick?

Preparation for employment
In order to prepare participants for their next step out 
into society and perhaps into Danish employment, 
we often give presentations and have conversations 
about life with trauma, the employment system, gen-
der roles, illness and health etc., throughout the pro-
gram. It is an important part of being able to live the 
life one has with the conditions that exist, as well as 
beginning to understand the system, culture and trau-
ma mechanisms. And it is important that they receive 
this information with respect, patience and amiability.

A significant job for us is being able to fit out our 
target group so that they can manage independently 
in their present reality.

As well as presentations and conversations, we vis-
it workplaces and educational institutions that could 
be relevant for our participants. We go on guided 
tours, hear about the work, and sometimes we parti-
cipate for a while. This broadens horizons and makes 

it possible for some of our participants to imagine 
themselves in a similar workplace.

Learning Danish
An important part of the reality check is to find out 
how much Danish is required in order to carry out em-
ployment, in most workplaces in Denmark. It is often 
much more than one expects.

Throughout the years, we staff have trained our-
selves in communicating with our participants, de-
spite their Danish skills being very limited. We are 
able to speak together with a mix of Danish, Arabic 
(or another language) and a lot of body language, in-
tonation and drawings. This functions quite well. But 
there are not many employers that would go to such 
lengths, and they need to be understood by their em-
ployees as well as to be able to understand them.

Unfortunately, the solution is seldom to say to the 
traumatised person that they just need to take one 
more module at the language school. Often, they 
already tried that, and have experienced that they 
cannot manage being in a large and noisy class, or 
simply that the learning does not imprint itself. And if 
language development goes too slowly, this of course 
gives repercussions for the possibilities available.

Our attempt, and sometimes it is successful, is to 
create so much calm around the person and the per-
son’s life, that it gives space for learning and remem-
bering. When constant stress fills most of the capa-
cities available, then there is almost no possibility for 
learning anything new.

Accessible routes can seem very different and 
constructed. They include perhaps regulating physi-
cal exercises and help to master everyday practical-
ities as the first step. Or they can be very practical, 
with a plan that starts with work experience and con-
tinues with, for example, adult education and a sub-
sequent education as Social and Care Assistant, for 
instance. The way onwards and upwards can also be 
to repeat the program in order to give more time for 
the most basic of proficiencies.

Foto: New Roots
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Introduction

While in Part two we have examined 
the backdrop of our professional 
approach in GROW, in the third and 
final part of this book, we will more 
closely describe the methodologies of 
the program

We will examine how treatment and the focus on 
employment can be integrated in rehabilitation, and 
what are the practical requirements for being able to 
carry out a similar program. We will also address how 
GROW is built up in more detail.

This should not be understood as a complete ma-
nual with exhaustive descriptions of all exercises and 
therapeutic tools, but more a thorough presentation 
of the structure and main activities of the program.

It is our hope that this part of the book will be of 
use to organisations and agencies who wish to start 
up a similar program to GROW, and who would like 
inspiration on how to go about it.
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Treatment and 
employment

A HOLISTICALLY ORIENTED EFFORT. 
In GROW, treatment and employment-
focused efforts are conceived of as 
integrated and often inseparable

In many instances, the activities we do fall under both 
categories and in very few instances can an activity 
only address one of these goals.

The overlying reason to attempt integration, ac-
cording to us in GROW, is the hope to rebuild a good 
life for our participants. A good life no matter what 
one assumes it consists of, is an integrated whole, 
that in reality cannot be separated into segments.

How we as people perceive ourselves psychologi-
cally: the ways in which we experience, feel, think and 
behave, has a huge impact on how we go out and pre-
sent ourselves in the job market. Our relationship to the 
job market, our work, function and cooperation has a sig-
nificant influence on our psychological health. Therefore, 
it only makes sense to support all the various aspects 
that we can, simultaneously or at least adjacently. 

For example, when we sit together around the 
table and enjoy a meal prepared on the bonfire at 
lunchtime in the garden, we serve many different 
goals at one time, also treatment- and employment 
goals. With regard to treatment, we encourage for 
example, communication and Danish skills, cooper-
ation and experience of the norms in Denmark. All 
of this is necessary in order to be able to function in 
employment in a new country.
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The aforementioned activities also encourage so-
cial relationships, a healthy lifestyle and belonging.

We often observe that men with a refugee history 
who come to GROW, experience unemployment and 
therefore lack of identity and a provider role, as a 
greater problem than the PTSD symptoms that they 
might have. They are very intent on finding work and 
this is why it is important to have this as a focus as an 
integrated part of the approach.

Conversely, many women have the challenge that 
they have never been in paid work and it is very difficult 
for them to see themselves employed. However, they 

are pressured by the job centre while feeling unsure, 
unmotivated and incompetent. For most, focus on em-
ployment is necessary to address and to pursue.

When life is experienced as being far from good, 
many transformations are required in order for life 
to become better. Transformations include those of 
perceptions, thought patterns, behavioural patterns, 
social relationships and habits. 

Transformations are only permanent when they 
are experienced and lived out. In GROW, all trans-
formation and development is experience-based 
and happens over time through repetition of acti-
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vities and behaviour, ways of doing things and con-
ditions, experiences and learning. It is not a quick-
fix miracle solution, that transforms a life over 13 
weeks.

We combine work with treatment and, at the same 
time, we work with physical health, lifestyle as well 
as language development. This gives meaning in the 
activities and it brings peace and coherence for the 
target group, who often are busy trying to orientate 
themselves in the system and having to juggle with 
many different agencies.

View of treatment
As has already been described, we see treatment as a 
conglomeration of efforts. In our corner of the world, 
we would like to dissolve thinking in boxes and treat-
ing symptoms, and instead look at the whole founda-
tion for a healthy and active life as a citizen in Denmark.

A traumatised individual has a list of symptoms 
that need to be treated and this needs to be taken 
seriously. It requires in-depth professional knowledge 
and experience to be able to assist when a person has 
a panic attack or is suddenly caught in a flashback. 
We have to use the tools that we have as qualified 
trauma workers, and be able to help the person back 
to the here and now every time. Now and then, we 
need extra training, and we should keep up-to-date 
with the newest literature on trauma that is emerging 
globally at this time.

In the same way, it is very important that we are 
aware of possible health-related challenges so that 
the person receives the needed medical examina-
tions and dental treatment. All too often we find 
ourselves with participants that have acute tooth-
ache or untreated pains as well as having to wait 
way too long in the system, before a treatment-plan 
begins. In these instances, these problems become 
the foreground and they block out all of the other 
efforts.

Additionally, it is important that we relate to the 
traumatised person as more than just a list of symp-

toms. We instead see a person with resources that 
need help to see the light and to be strengthened, 
an incoherent life that needs to be connected, and a 
history that needs acknowledgement.

As mentioned in the introduction to this book, 
some people can be carrying several generations of 
trauma that are imprinted on the traumatic events of 
the person’s own life, which otherwise initially can 
seem to be the origin of the present misery.

As a female Palestinian participant said:
“My people have been chased out of our country 

and on the run for many generations. In Syria we were 
not welcome either. Now we are on the run again, and 
nor are we welcome here.”

Broken life
Traumatised refugees’ greatest challenge is the bro-
ken life and broken connections, that they attempt to 
live with. The continuity that is necessary so that we 
as people can master our lives , is not available.

In Bodynamic’s  understanding of shock and trau-
ma, it is said that the ego has been broken into pie-
ces. Thereafter, some of the ego functions such as for 
example, setting limits, the ability to bond, the per-
ception of reality, norms and values, and the world, 
as has once been perceived, is broken into fragments. 
The connection to one’s own emotional life, to one’s 
own body and own resources, are broken. It is ego 
functions we use when we navigate in our lives on the 
psychological and relational plane.

For refugees, there are, of course, a range of social 
functions that have been broken. Family, security in be-
ing in one’s own culture, language, system and common 
values. Security with being “home” and feeling at home.

All the way through, there are broken lines and 
broken connections that need to be pieced together 
again within an uncertain and unknown standpoint, 
that is formed out of having to live in a new country 
where culture, nature and social codes can be per-
ceived as strange.

Therefore, the fundamental treatment consists 
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of creating coherence and rebuilding an existential 
and practical foundation so that self-healing and 
self-sustaining abilities can function in the person. 
This foundation consists existentially of, amongst 
other things, being able to feel security, experienc-
ing a meaning with life and the ability to master life. 
Practically, it consists of, for example, broadening 
and knowing one’s professional competencies, in 
knowing which way one should go and to have a 
supportive network.

The ego needs to be pieced together again, secu-
rity and the feeling of “home” needs to be established 
and the connection to oneself, other people and na-
ture are key here.

Approach to employment
Most of the participants who are referred to GROW, 
are sent from the job centre, because a standard 
transition to the job market has failed. Many start 
here with a good deal of scepticism and resistance 
as a result of not feeling met or helped at the job 
centre. It can also be, however, that they just do not 
want to be here in Denmark. They have come here 
out of necessity for survival and especially so that 
their children can live in safety. But it is hard to be 
here and there can be much loss associated with hav-
ing to establish oneself here and learn the language, 
culture and system. For some, it can feel as if they 
are letting go of what they have come from and the 
identity they had there.

Before we even begin to talk about work-experi-
ence, employment, or even having to learn Danish, we 
have to find a realistic starting point and slowly and 
calmly go from there. 

He was illiterate but had been the own-
er of a company in Syria, was wealthy 
and had been doing well. But here, he 
felt like nothing and he was in great sor-
row about having left everything. For the 
first few months at GROW, he had many 
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absences and was otherwise always 
reserved. He didn’t want to learn Danish, 
as that was like accepting that he would 
have to continue his and his family’s life 
here in Denmark, despite really wanting 
to turn back time to before the war, and 
to live as he did before. We discovered 
that he was very handy. We asked him 
to help fix things in the garden and he 
enjoyed being asked. Slowly, he began 
to show a father role in the participant 
group. He helped others, he brought 
traditional Syrian meals from home, to 
share and he became very well-liked and 
respected. Two to three months after 
he started, came the turning point. “Can 
you help me learn Danish? I live here 
now and I have to find work in order to 
be happy again. I hope that I can return 
to Syria one day, but right now I have to 
accept that I live in Demark”.

As well as supporting participants to feel safe, re-
spected and met right from the start, we can work 
with more job-focused activities, that support the 
process. The natural surroundings are rich in possibil-
ities and there are always things to do. Whether that 
is planting vegetables, small building and reparation 
projects or cooking, we attempt to find an activity, big 
or small, that the participant shows an interest in and 
motivation for. Perhaps because it is something they 
have worked with in their own country and therefore 
are able to do it already, or perhaps because it is new 
and interesting. This can take time to figure out, but it 
is central for a successful process. 

In the beginning, we give a lot of time. First and 
foremost, it is the process and the satisfaction of 
working that needs to be in place. No deadlines or 
unattainable requests. Just satisfaction, immersion 
and an evident development.

After a while, expectations are increased nice and 
easy, and in Module 3, there are assistants to guide in 
the different workshops, where there is quality pro-
duction with deadlines.

At the same time, we can assess how much and 
how long the participant is able to work, how working 
in a team is going, communication and attendance 
stability and all the other aspects that are part of be-
ing ready for work-experience or employment.

At this stage, it is often evident which competen-
cies or flair and interests are present, and we can be-
gin to discuss the future and the job market in a more 
goal-oriented fashion, so that concrete plans can be 
laid. Visiting workplaces, presentations and conversa-
tions about the system in Denmark, the differences in 
culture and expectations are all a part of specifying 
and enhancing possibilities for a working life in Den-
mark.

As a part of the GROW program, we build bridges 
towards a life in employment, work-experience, edu-
cation or whatever the next step may be. A close co-
operation with the job centre is incredibly important 
so that the transition is as fluid, easy and successful 
as possible. 
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Program 
structure

PHYSICAL FRAMEWORK. In this chapter 
we will describe the facilities that we 
experience are supportive for a good 
GROW program, and how they can be used

This chapter is not intended to disillusion agencies 
without similar facilities from proceeding, but rather 
meant as an assistance for inspiration for what can be 
important, and for how to find creative possibilities to 
design a supportive space.

It is of course important that there are some good 
outdoor areas so that the participants can find peace 
and quiet, shelter and room for activities in nature. A 
therapy garden would be perfect for offering beauty 
to the eye, initial safety and a good foundation for a 
nature-based program, but less will also work.

Whether the place is an allotment garden, a roof-
top terrace in the middle of the city or a courtyard in 
the countryside, it should be possible to design it to 
be beautiful, pleasant to be in and with shelter and 
peace with the already existing nature, and the ability 
to wander around to find some other nature elements 
that are not available at base.

The GROW program is built up of four modules with 
a few varying requirements of the physical framework.

The fireplace has been extremely important for 
us, because it has functioned as the first safe base. 
If a fireplace is going to be the base, it works well to 

have a place with shelter and preferably with a roof so 
gatherings can always happen, even in wind and rain. 
It is also important that the place can be made cosy 
and comfortable, with cushions and sheepskins etc. 
You can both start and finish the day here and there 
is a place to return to during the day, giving the first 
place of safety in the physical outdoor area. It is nice 

Photos: New Roots
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if the fireplace is situated a little bit withdrawn, but 
with a view.

At New Roots, we are fortunate to have access 
to a small fire hut, where we have attached shelter 
boards around the outside, which also can be used as 
blackboards to write the program of the day, words 
and drawings. The boards can be dismounted and re-
placed at need.

A gardening plot, is also important. It can be a 
plot where there can be arranged smaller plots of 2 x 
3 metres alongside each other, or there can be raised 
beds of different heights in the garden. It is good to 
have both options, as the participants’ gardening 
abilities can vary greatly. Some will want to and have 
the ability to carry out the hard work of digging, turn-
ing over the earth, planting and weeding at ground le-
vel. Others will for example, have back problems and 
would prefer a raised bed, at a working level where 
they can plant things that require less space, without 
bending over.

Nature areas close by are beneficial to visit for go-
ing for walks and foraging and for involving the kind 
of nature experiences that can bring safety and calm, 
(see chapter Nature’s healing effect). 

As part of the eco-village Hallingelille, there is 
a small and young protected wood area, that gives 
space for many different enjoyable nature experien-
ces. It is possible to go for a walk and within a short 
distance, to get the feeling that one is completely by 
oneself, surrounded by trees and bushes. Berries and 
nuts can be picked for enjoying or for food prepara-
tion, but there are also places to sit with a view over 
meadows and villages.

A few kilometres further away is an old wood with 
beautiful and contorted beech trees, tall pines and a 
small winding path. One can have the feeling of, for ex-
ample “ancient times”, being amongst giants and feel-
ing rather small and insignificant, which now and then 
can be a relief for some. The woods stretch out along a 
sizeable long lake where it is possible to fish or bathe, 
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or one can just enjoy the view of the still water. There 
are many and mixed associations to water for our target 
group, which can induce a variation of feelings.

Indoors: because of the changeable Danish weath-
er there is sometimes the need to go inside. It is ideal 
with a greenhouse or a warm room where there is space 
for the whole group to be gathered during a spell of 
bad weather. For confidential conversations, it can be 
nice to be able to sometimes go inside. Of course, there 
should also be access to a toilet and sink.

In Hallingelille, we have several options for going 
indoors. We have a greenhouse, where there is seat-
ing for a few or just two, for a chat. Additionally, we 
have use of the Zome, which is a straw bale house 
with a clay floor and heating, and is very sparsely fur-
nished, which we can use for morning training, to rest 
or to talk together.

Additionally, we have the use of Hallingelille’s 
community house, which is only a few minutes’ walk 
from the fire hut. Here is a proper kitchen and lots of 

room, as long as we are prepared for village neigh-
bours popping in.

Workshops: in the third of the four modules, work-
shops are established such as horticulture, wood-
work, kitchen and more. The possibilities that exist to 
establish these workshops are not equal and the fa-
cilities for them can be varied. It is of course lovely to 
have an indoor workshop fully equipped for all types 
of woodwork, but it can also take place outside or at 
the place where building takes place and with access 
to the necessary tools.

A kitchen workshop can easily take place in an in-
terim outdoor kitchen as long as the necessary health 
and safety regulations are met, but it can also take 
place in an indoor industrial kitchen, if such a facility 
exists.

What is most important is that we take into con-
sideration which workshops we have the competen-
cies to guide, and which facilities are possible to make 
available or acquire access to, close by.
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In Hallingelille Eco-village, there are many different 
instructors and handwork competencies, which has 
given us the opportunity at different periods, to have 
a wood workshop, where amongst other things, they 
built bird houses, raised beds, outdoor furniture made 
of pallets (built outdoors), an outdoor repairs workshop 
which fixed anything from electric kettles to bikes and 
cars, a handcraft workshop in a cabin with an indoor 
working area and a plethora of tools and equipment, 
horticulture, which was able to facilitate work both in 
the garden plots and in the greenhouse as well as look-
ing after the green areas, and not least, a kitchen work-
shop with work both in the outdoor kitchen and in the 
community house’s kitchen.

Establishing a staff team
In order to provide for a GROW program in all of its 
dimensions, a wide range of professional disciplines 
or multi-disciplines on the staff team are required.

Therapists: one or more members of the staff 
should have a psychology or psychotherapeutic 
background with a specialism in trauma. In order to 
offer a program with any kind of thorough treatment 
focus, it is necessary to have experience as a therapist 
and with being able to assess need and status from 
the start, as well as being able to support the deve-
lopment that is hoped for therapeutically.

Nature/garden professionals: equally important 
on the staff team is someone who has in-depth know-
ledge of nature and how growing and nature activi-
ties can be adjusted to the weather, the seasons, what 
is practical and of course the target group’s needs 
and challenges.

Such a professional can have a qualification in for 
example, gardening, nature guidance, organic farming 
or nature therapy. It is important that the “green” pro-
fessional has a thorough understanding of the target 
group’s challenges, because it is he or she who designs 
the structures for the specific green activities.

Culture worker: it is also an advantage to have a 
staff member with relevant culture experience, and 

who can help to build bridges between the cultures, 
smooth out misunderstandings and culture differen-
ces and be a good role model. Often this person can 
also interpret to, for example, Arabic.

Social worker/employment consultant: social, prac-
tical and financial problems are common for many refu-
gees and often pose as a barrier for being able to reap 
the full benefits of a nature-based rehabilitation pro-
gram. A staff member who knows their way around the 
system and can help with creating clarity and calm, is a 
gift. Moreover, it is important to be able to navigate in 
the employment system and to establish good relation-
ships with relevant local companies.

Workshop instructors: in the third module, work-
shops are offered, with each of their own professional 
instructor. The instructor does not have to be either 
a teacher or a therapist, but does need to be good at 
teaching his/her subject and at the same time to be 
familiar with the target group’s challenges and to be 
able to organise the work according to their abilities.

Cooperative partners and network
Throughout the years we have cooperated with job 
centres in many different councils, refugee organisa-
tions and asylum centres. It is from these cooperative 
partners that the participants in GROW have been re-
ferred and we have the experience that a close coop-
eration with social workers and employment consult-
ants gives the best program for the participant. We 
have benefited from pre-program meetings, where 
we were able to receive as thorough a handover of 
the participants’ status and the social workers’ ex-
pectations as possible. Close communication with fol-
low-ups throughout the program, halfway meetings 
and working together with building bridges, work ex-
perience and future plans has been important.

Our cooperation with Hallingelille Eco-village, vol-
unteers and local companies has also been essential 
for important positive experiences for the partici-
pants, support and interest as well as job and work 
experience options for the participants.
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GROW’s 
design

OVERVIEW. The mission for GROW 
rehabilitation program for traumatised 
refugees is to build up and rebuild the 
personal resources that are required in 
order to live a healthy and active life in 
Denmark

In practice this means that we work with strength-
ening psychological balance, physical health, social 
and communicative competencies and network as 
well as employment focused abilities. The goal for 
every single participant varies depending on their 
starting point.

The program consists of four modules and the 
standard program lasts 32 weeks altogether. The first 
time around, the program consisted only of three 
modules, but it became evident that there was a need 
to create a more coherent overlap to life after GROW, 
for the participants, and therefore arose module 4. 
The use of modules is to give clear goals, manageabil-
ity and a structure for each step in the development 
towards a healthy and active life.

Every module therefore has its own daily routine 
and content. The challenges and the length of the 
days increase little by little at every change, but for 
the participants, it needs to be experienced as a fluid 
and natural development.

A module last eight weeks and can be extended 
if needed. It has happened before that a few par-
ticipants have had the need for repeating a module 
or extending it a few weeks before moving on to the 
new challenges. The four modules will be discussed 
below.

In an ideal world, the program would probably last 
longer than 32 weeks – with more time to go deeper, 
for more healing processes and development. But in 
the real world, funding from the councils have limits 
and therefore we use the time we are given to create 
an as effective foundation for the ongoing process as 
possible. Intense traumas are not released in a short 
time span and developmental processes move at dif-
ferent speeds for different people depending on con-
ditions, barriers and support circumstances.

In modules 1-3, the participants come two days 
a week for 3 to 5 hours each time. For the last mo-
dule, which is a bridge building module for work ex-
perience, employment or education, the participants 
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come one single day per week, as the idea is that they 
start a parallel activity, such as work experience.

Most of the programs run over the summer months 
in order to best benefit from nature, planting and the 
outdoor activities.

Where possible, we divide men and women in or-
der to let them come at different times, during the 
first module. We do this first and foremost for the 
sake of the women. Many have experienced attack 
and suppression from men and do not feel safe in the 
presence of strange men.

By separating the genders at the beginning, the 
women get the chance to build up the necessary se-
curity in order to better accept the presence of men 
later on. First, they need to form bonds with other 
women, reduce anxiety levels and be able to rest and 
relax without having to be on guard. When trust to 
the staff and the underlying security is established 
at New Roots, then we can better mix the genders, 
which happens from module 2 and onwards.

We will now discuss each module in more depth.
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Module 1

For the first module in GROW, the most important 
goal is for the participant to turn up! Many have been 
at home for longer periods so it is an effort that has 
to be overcome, just to get out in the morning and 
be on time. There are therefore very few additional 
requirements than attendance.

In module 1, basic security to the staff, the place 
and the program is built up, and focus is therefore on 
establishing a good foundation for the coming pro-
cess. Feeling secure with our base and being able to 
calmly and quietly get to know the garden and the 
village, feeling trust that one is in safety and that the 
others have good intentions is essential for develop-
ment – and this takes time.

The nature-based therapy and turning point for 
the activities the first eight weeks.

Goal: getting used to the activities, security, regulating of 
the nervous system

Form:  two days per week, of 3 hours each

4 to 5 participants in the group, gender segregated

Daily rhythm:

A 9:00 am Arrival, tea and check-in

B 9:30 am Physical exercise/movement

C 10:00 am Garden therapy

D 11:30 am Destressing / Check-out

E 12:00 noon Thank you for today
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Activities
A)  The morning starts with a cup of tea around the 

fire in the fire hut. There is an informal atmos-
phere of, “How are you?” before check-in starts. 
 
CHECK-IN with objects from nature: a tray with 
different nature objects is passed around and 
everyone is encouraged to choose an object that 
reminds them of something. It can be a tray 
with stones of different sizes, shapes, colours, 
and surfaces. It could be with flowers; fresh, 
dried, buds, flowering, wilted, with thorns, 
different colours. It can be leaves, twigs, shells 
or it can be a tray with mixed types of objects. 
The season can provide many different options. 
Each participant gets the chance to explain 
what the chosen object reminds them of. Of-
tentimes language is an inhibitor for them to be 
able to freely describe, but much narrative and 
the general message can be gotten from a few 
Danish words mixed with mother tongue, intona-
tion, gestures and body language. 
The narratives can include the present, emotional 
status, memories from their home country, ex-
periences from war, values, wishes and dreams. 
The exercise works best when association is 
free and the participants can tell what they 
want and feel ready for. It is important to en-
sure that the others in the group do not disturb 
while someone is sharing and that attention is 
on the sharer. As well as providing important 
information to us staff, the exercise helps prac-
tice Danish, being the focus of attention and 
to listen, as well as it giving an experience of 
being seen and heard and of belonging to the 
new group.

B)  Physical exercise/movement can consist of many 
different elements and is typically a little different 
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between the two days, each week that the partic-
ipants are here. 
 
THE PRACTICE OF PRESENCE: we invite partic-
ipants to be quiet for a while in a place in nature 
close by. We have already localised different 
places in the garden and in our surroundings, that 
give the chance to see long distance and to ob-
serve something beautiful. We sit in one of these 
places, possibly with good warm blankets, and 
we guide in a simple form in looking up, listening 
to the sounds of nature, feeling the sun or the 
wind on the skin and just being quiet and using 
the senses. This period of presence can also be 
practised while walking slowly around, possibly 
even barefoot,  in the dewy grass or sitting and 
feeling an object from nature. Practice of pres-
ence is inspired by mindfulness and many varia-
tions of exercises can be found here. 
 

THE MOVING BODY: it is important that body 
work is experienced as both safe and challenging 
enough, and at the beginning this will mean that 
the movements are not very big or demanding. 
A traumatised body is often stiff and over-tense 
or weak and flaccid. The joints can be stiff and 
inflexible but movement of them seldom induces 
any type of unpleasantness. We go through the 
body’s joints and we train coordination, concen-
tration and body consciousness. The exercises 
also contain stretches and grounding. Most often 
this happens while standing in a circle on the 
grass, but in bad weather it can also be carried 
out while in a sitting position inside the fire hut, 
and still be of benefit. Gradually, as the group be-
comes safer with this part of the day’s program, 
the exercises can include bigger movements and 
more challenges by, for example, strengthening 
exercises on the floor inside or on mats outside. 
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CALMING BODY: to round off the body session, 
we go through 3-4 relaxing exercises inspired 
from Bodynamic and SE-therapy. Typically, these 
are exercises that involve awareness of breathing 
and training a long exhalation which stimulates 
the parasympathetic nervous system. The exer-
cises are repeated throughout the whole module, 
and therefore the participants are encouraged to 
train them at home and to use them when they 
need them for reclaiming calm during an anxiety 
attack, stress or a nightmare.

C)  Garden therapy can consist of many parallel acti-
vities, when the group is active and can at other 
times consist of one single activity, depending 
on the participant’s energy levels and abilities on 
that day. We focus on what is found to be most 
beneficial for each person or what is satisfying 
for them. Only a few of the participants have con-
tact to their needs, wishes and motivations and 
can clearly pinpoint what they want during the 
garden therapy time. Most however need help to 
find what it is and it is here that garden therapy 
creates a framework where, for example, activity 
versus rest and community versus solitude can be 
tried out. 
The gardener is important, as she sets the 
structure for the work in the garden and offers 
different garden activities that are relevant to the 
season and the particular garden. The activities 
that are offered in module 1 do not require being 
completed immediately, but can be attended to 
off and on without the demand of finishing. 
 
Garden plot: at the beginning of the module, the 
participants are presented with the opportunity 
to have their own garden plot for planting or pos-
sibly a raised bed if they have much physical pain. 
Preparing the soil can require hard and muscular 
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work, but on the other hand it can be possible 
to start with something small and manageable, 
like sowing seeds in sprouting trays. For many 
this is a good place to start and it can be done 
both alone and in a group. After a few weeks, 
they need to be transported into pots and after a 
while the gardening work is a little more demand-
ing. Weeding, fertilising and watering is required. 
 
Garden assignments: some participants are not 
interested in planting vegetables but they would 
like to do other things in the garden, such as:
 ❚ Chopping and stacking firewood. A job that 

oftentimes attracts the men who are in okay 
condition and who need a shorter, strengthen-
ing release of energy

 ❚ Watering of the greenhouse, bushes and trees
 ❚ Picking of berries and fruit

Handcrafts:
 ❚ Carving hooks out of branches
 ❚ Burning signs in wood with an electric burner
 ❚ Weaving with willow
 ❚ Felting, crocheting
 ❚ Painting, e.g., on stones or nature pictures on 

paper

Rest: in the garden therapy segment, there is also 
the possibility to rest. Lack of sleep, dysregula-
tion of the nervous system and depression means 
that many are more or less constantly exhausted. 
It is completely acceptable to relax during garden 
therapy and some even experience being able 
to sleep more soundly than at home. There are 
hammocks, or mattresses inside, garden chairs or 
even a blanket on the grass.
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Excerpt from log book 

(...)At check-in, we had a mixed tray sup-
plied with fresh greens from the garden. R was 
affected and she blew on a dandelion seed head 
in order to illustrate how she is scared of 
losing everything if she does not get a job. B 
was taken by the Elm fruit and told that her 
dad had been very nice, but that her mother 
was very strict and that she did not like her. 
S chose a dandelion and told that they are 
also found in the Congo. She remembered how 
the children played with them and clearly this 
brought up some good memories. After check-in 
we went to the woods and sat on tree stumps 
where we enjoyed a quiet practice of presence 
with a view over the yellow fields, the hors-
es and Hallingelille. We greeted the hors-
es afterwards and S was very taken by this, 
especially when she noticed the zebra! The 
walk back also included visiting the new lamb 
which was petted, and different traditions 
around the use of sheep, lambs, goats and cows 
as food were exchanged. S had many referenc-
es to her home country and it seemed as if it 
was a good way for her to tell, because she is 
otherwise often quiet.

(...)We went over to the greenhouse, Sasja 
hung up a hammock to give A a chance to rest, 
but she didn’t want to. They went for a walk 
together and Sasja helped her, as she was very 
tired and down. B planted small plants out in 
the lower raised bed (she has one of the high-
er ones already), and S managed to sow corn 
and watered it in the greenhouse. 
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Modul 2
After the first module, for most a basic trust is now 
established, and there has evolved a habituation to 
this new aspect of daily routine that the program re-
quests, as well as to the place and the new people.

In module 2, the length of the day is increased and 
there are more demands of the activities. The recog-
nisable rhythm from module 1 is extended so that the 
framework continues to be safe and calming for the 
nervous system, but there is also more room for more 
group activity and working assignments. The overall 
focus is communication and community. This means 
that interaction between the participants and con-
tact to the villagers has more emphasis, as well as 
the differences and similarities in cultural norms, and 
training of Danish being made more conscious and 
conspicuous throughout the day.

Once in a while the daily rhythm is changed by 
going on an excursion such as on a longer walk in the 
nearby woods. Group trips out of the village strength-
ens togetherness, gives new nature experiences and 
increases the physical safety zone.

If it is possible, two smaller groups are put to-
gether so that the group is now bigger and includes 
both men and women.

Goal: strengthening community, Danish in practice, coop-
eration, communication and concentration

Form:  two days per week, four hours each

8-10 participants, both genders

Daily rhythm:

A 9:00 am Arrival, tea and check-in

B 9:30 am Physical exercise/movement

C 10:00 am Garden work / Preparation of lunch

D 11:30 Communal lunch and washing-up

E 12:15 Own time

F 12:45 Check-out

E 13:00 Thanks for today
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Activities
A)  The morning routine in module 2 is almost iden-

tical to the routine in module 1. Recognition is 
important, as it gives safety and peace as well as 
giving room for being able to manage new input. 
CHECK-IN continues as in module 1, but with 
more variation in the methods:
 ❚ Battery: a clean jam jar is filled with sand and 

compared to a battery. How much energy a 
person has today is illustrated by the amount 
of sand that is filled in the glass.

 ❚ Mood balls: small balls with Smiley’s that ex-
press different feelings can be chosen

 ❚ Plastic cups that have been drawn on with 
different feelings can be stacked on top of 
each other to illustrate feelings that are shown 
outwardly and feelings that are hidden inside.

B)  The physical exercises/movements in module 
2 no longer include a practice of presence, but 
continue with moving- and calming body. Moving 
body can now include more strengthening ex-
ercises, making the body warm and increasing 
the pulse. It can be a challenge for some to feel 
the heart and the pulse more clearly because 
it can resemble the body’s anxiety reactions. 
Therefore, it is a balancing act, where the par-
ticipants are only challenged slightly but where 
every person is observed, the tempo can be 
reduced and breaks are provided with contact if 
necessary. 
 
It can be a challenge in itself for men and women 
to perform physical exercises side-by-side. For 
some, it requires just a bit of getting used to, in 
order to overcome embarrassment and cultural 
norms, while for others it is easier out of doors 
than inside, and for a very few, it is difficult to do 
in a mixed gender group. Boundaries and oppor-
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tunities are assessed from a knowledge of each 
individual as well as continued experience. 
 
In module 2, simple physical team-building exer-
cises are introduced. Working in pairs, which are 
always divided between the sexes, can comprise 
of, for instance, massage or balancing exercis-
es. When it is the intention to include the whole 
group or to lift the energy and create a good 
atmosphere, then small games can initiate both 
the body and laughter.

C)  In this activity phase, participants typically choo-
se between 2 to 3 options. A consistent element 
amongst these is the preparation of lunch. 
Lunch is prepared as far as possible outside over 
the fire and often in the fire hut’s raised fireplace, 
where the working level is good and the grill 
broadens the scope for different cooking forms. 
The meals are vegetarian and the season’s vege-
tables are harvested from the garden. 
 
Alongside the kitchen work, practical assign-
ments are offered where more participants can 
work together. Maintenance of the green areas, 
looking after the communal vegetable garden, 
repairs, woodwork and other jobs that help 
Hallingelille, possibly together with one of the 
villagers, are all examples. 

D)  Lunch is enjoyed together. Once in a while a 
lunch is arranged where Hallingelille villagers 
can come with a dish to share, and at these 
times lunch is allowed to fill more of the day’s 
program.

E)  During own time, it is possible to continue the 
nature-based therapy on an individual basis by 
doing what the participants found supportive 

in module 1. Often it is a time for rest or looking 
after the garden plot, before the end of the day.

F)  We gather again and speak about how the day 
went. A last snack is offered and every partici-
pants tells about what they have done. We write 
keywords in Danish on the blackboard and finally 
ask them how they are feeling now. If we did the 
battery exercise in the morning, we can follow up 
on it and check how much energy everyone has 
now. Perhaps the jar is now filled up because the 
day has been good and joyful. Perhaps the jar 
now has less sand because much work has been 
done, and one feels tired now.
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Excerpt from log book 

(...) N is more concentrated in his gardening 
with the others today. He is cooperating with 
others in connecting water hoses etc. in order 
to water the gardens. Doesn’t have so much 
energy. Today he eats because of his diabe-
tes, despite Ramadan. All of us go for a walk 
together after lunch and N makes fun of the 
universal language of cats, making us laugh. 
As we walk, he tells a bit about Afghanistan. 
When he was 13 years old, the war with Russia 
started, and since then there has been war and 
unrest in the country. (...)

(...) M is working a little in the garden with 
Solvejg (the gardener), and wants to bake a 
flatbread on a tray on the fire. He sits and 
chats with B and N, who are also sitting at 
the table, and N rolls out the bread. It feels 
cosy with a table of only Afghanis. It doesn’t 
go so well with the bread, though. At the 
shared lunch, M has a long chat with a woman 
from Hallingelille, and it is good to see how 
well he seems to have contact and interaction. 
(...)

(...) On the way out to the woods, S asks 
again if there are any lions. Although I re-
assure her that there are not any wild lions 
in Denmark, she later jumps over to the edge 
when a branch falls from a tree and makes a 
rustling sound. She is again scared of lions. 
She tells how her grandfather died of a lion 
attack in her country. (...)

(...) In the woods beside the shelter, we sat 
and ate our lunch. There was a family at-
mosphere around the picnic, and all kinds of 
things were discussed in a criss-cross fash-
ion. We ate pita bread with fillings, boiled 
eggs, bananas, almonds and raisins. We need-
ed salt for the eggs and S was reminded of a 
Somalian saying: “food without salt is like a 
laugh without a kiss”, and was also reminded 
that in Somalia, people say that someone has 
an “open face”, when they are welcoming and 
honest, and that we and the whole of Hallinge-
lille have or are like an “open face”.
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Module 3

This module is like an internal work experience pro-
gram, where the familiar framework gives a secure 
foundation for the next challenge for many, which is 
to “go to work”.

Throughout the previous modules, the staff have 
formed an impression of the participants’ interests 
and abilities and with this in mind, have established 
workshops for module 3. The participants can choose 
from one to three workshops, depending on how 
many days they attend, and the options that they 
have. Women and men work together.

As mentioned earlier, we have offered horticulture, 
woodwork, repairs workshop, handcrafts and kitchen. 
With many participants, there can be more types of 
workshops each day and the participants are given the 
opportunity to come more often than twice a week.

Every workshop has its own instructor whose job 
it is to plan and carry out production with manage-
able work tasks that are tailored to the participants’ 
prerequisites. The instructor supports each person’s 
learning process and guides relevant norms and prac-
tice of a Danish workplace, for that subject area.

Along the way, each person’s development is 
followed in order to work out a relevant work ex-
perience, workplace, school or further studies. This 
applies to aspects such as personal, social and pro-
fessional competencies, as well as psychological and 
physical strengths. It also includes assessing levels 
of aptitudes in Danish, motivation, teamwork skills, 
concentration and stability as well as many other pa-
rameters. These are assessed and discussed together 
with the participant.

The workshop and production routines are some-
times separated by visits to local workplaces. Every 
workshop group visits companies that are relevant 
for that area of expertise and for the particular par-
ticipants. The horticulture workshop group can for 
example visit a garden centre and an orchard, the 
repairs workshop group can visit a factory and the 

kitchen group an industrial kitchen or a kitchen in 
an institution. Experiences like these can positively 
influence a participant’s motivation and self-esteem 
and in some instances, there can even be a match 
between the workplace and a participant, for future 
work experience, for instance.

Others not a part of GROW are also invited to 
visit; they can be refugees or immigrants who have 
lived in Denmark for a longer period of time. They 
can talk about their ways of establishing a good life in 
Denmark, and in this way, they function as inspiration 
and role models. Individual conversations about fu-
ture dreams and opportunities as well as group pres-
entations on the employment- and education system 
in Denmark supports each one in working out what 
their next step could be.  

At the end of the module, a sales day is arranged, 
by way of joining a local market, or arranging our own 
market day here in Hallingelille, where both villagers 
and others from further afield can visit and buy coffee 
and cake as well as the different products from the 
workshops. 

Goal: professional and job-oriented development, clarifi-
cation of working abilities, goals for the future

Form:  2-3 days per week, of 5 hours each

Workshops of 3 to 8 participants.

Daily rhythm:

A 9:00 am Arrival, tea and check-in

B 9:15 am Physical exercise/movement

C 9:30 am Workshops

D 11:30 am Lunch, consisting of packed lunch

E 12:00 noon Workshops

F 13:30 Check-out and tidying up

E 2:00 pm Thank you for today
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Activities
A)  Morning gathering starts as usual, with tea 

around the fire. 
 
CHECK-IN now consists of energy- and mood 
meters, which can be followed with a short shar-
ing of reasons for their levels of the day. 
 
The seven faces illustrated above are drawn on 
a blackboard. Each participant marks, with their 
initials, how they are feeling at the beginning of 
the day. 
At the check-out round later on, each person 
marks how they are feeling at the end of the day 
and they draw an arrow, so that the movement 
of the development of mood can be clearly seen. 
This can give occasion for a short sharing about 
the reasons for the movement. 

 
Another way is to use an energy barometer. The 
diagram above or a similar diagram can be drawn 
on a blackboard. It is explained that the horizon-
tal midline indicates an “OK” or normal level of 
energy. Each participant sketches a column with 
a colour to indicate their energy level at the start 
of the day, and then a new column for the end of 

the day. Again, there can be a follow-up discus-
sion about how and why the change in energy 
levels that day have happened.

B)  In module 3, physical exercises do not fill as much 
of the daily program, but they are a part of the 
already familiar morning routine. The body is 
warmed up and prepared for the work of the day, 
by focussing on joints, stretching of muscles and 
a few strength exercises. We conclude with some 
thoroughly calming exercises.

C+E) During the workshop periods, work is done 
in the respective subject area. The horticulture 
workshop now focuses on looking after the green 
areas and food growing in the form of vegeta-
bles, seedlings and fruit trees, with the purpose 
of selling. In the kitchen, we teach hygiene and 
types of food preparation, and jars of conserved 
foods are produced, such as jams, chutneys and 
fermented vegetables, in order to sell. Smaller 
productions of food and cakes are made for the 
group and also as preparation for a market day 
(see further examples in the paragraph Work in 

Energy barometer
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D)  Lunch break, with packed lunch – all together

E)  At check-out, we hear how it went with the 
different workshops, new learned words and the 
sketching of energy- or mood levels. 

Excerpt from log book 

(...) Concerning the planning of laying the 
floor in the greenhouse, J (instructor), A and 
M talk about how many work hours per week it 
will realistically take. No problem, says M, 
he wants to stay and work on the floor for many 
days. He can sleep here – he can’t sleep at 
home anyway! 

(...) On Tuesday, she and B continue a good 
chat and then they decide together to make 
some kind of pickle vegetable, that N has in-
stigated. There is a very good feeling of team 
work between everyone in the group. Today S, 
who is new to the team, is also a part, and I 
am interested to see how the men will react to 
the Persian love songs that N usually listens 
to, while we work. But, as always, she speaks 
with everyone, across language, gender and re-
ligion. She’s good at that! 

(...) At first, during the visit to the or-
chard, Z isn’t very present and he small-talks 
a bit with A, so I nudge him to get him to be 
more present and to listen. When we go out 
to pick apples, it is as if he wakes up, he 
wants to take pictures of himself wearing the 
apple-picker basket and he picks attentive-
ly from then on. He and A are amiable with 
each other, as usual, walk with arms on each 
other’s shoulder at one point – great for both 
of them, that they have formed this kind of a 
friendship. While he talks with the owner of 
the plantation, he suddenly says several re-
ally long and impressive sentences in Danish! 
He tells of his work in Syria and is now much 
more present and participative. He is given a 
big jar of honey as a gift (he wanted to buy 
one).

and with nature, in the chapter Nature-based 
rehabilitation of refugees)
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Module 4

GROW’s last module differs from the previous ones, 
because the treatment perspective retreats more into 
the background, and bridge building to the job mar-
ket moves to the foreground. 

Nature isn’t central anymore, but can still be a safe 
framework, especially for breaks and planned walks. 
Most of the program happens indoors. 

Module 4 is for the participants who are ready to 
go onwards, more integrated into society, but who 
need a supportive shoulder during the transition. 
Alongside coming to GROW, which now is only once 
a week, the idea is that the participant starts in anoth-
er parallel activity, such as work experience, work or 
education. For some, the goal has been to reenlist in 
Danish lessons at the language school.

The one day a week should be the safe base, 
where the process of the new activity can be closely 
followed, and the participant can feel supported. It 
can be the first time for a female participant to have 
ever been in the job market, and many questions, 
feelings and misunderstandings can emerge.

If it is possible, a staff member visits the partici-
pant at the new activity, experiences the place and 
talks with the boss or staff about how things are go-
ing. There can be a need to discuss cultural differ-
ences, talk about trauma reactions and vulnerabilities 
and help with communication.

In module 4, there is often computer work, where 
some may need the most basic of skills, such as 
e-mailing, the national log-in procedure, and inter-
net banking. Writing and designing a CV is worked 
with as well as learning to write a job application. For 
some, it is a major hurdle to apply for a job, and we 
therefore help by accompanying to a work place and 
helping the participant offer his/her services.

A consistent element in module 4 is industry-spe-
cific Danish schooling. Vocabulary and sentence 
structure that is specific for the profession the partic-
ipant works in or wishes to work in, is trained.

At the end of the module, we celebrate comple-
tion of the program with a party with food or cake, 
pictures from the whole program, diplomas and a lit-
tle speech. And maybe even with participation of the 
family members!

Activities
A)   We drink tea and shortly discuss how the week 

has been for each person.  
 
CHECK-IN consists of an energy- or mood meter, 
as in module 3, that can be followed by a short 
sharing of reasons for the level of the day chosen.

B)  Physical exercise/movement is important to 
continue with. Stretching of the muscles, strength 
exercises and team building exercises and play. At 
the end, the same calming exercises from before 
are repeated.

Goal: bridge building, computer skills, industry-specific 
Danish

Form:  1 day a week of 5 hours.

Daily rhythm:

A 9:00 am Arrival, tea and check-in

B 9:30 am Physical exercise/movement

C 9:50 am Focus of the day

D 11:30 am Packed lunch

E 12:00 noon Focus of the day continued

F 1:00 pm Danish lesson

G 2:00 pm Thank you for today
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C)  The focus of the day is a period where, for ex-
ample, computer training and CV writing can be 
worked on, but there can also be trips out of the 
grounds or individual consultations.

D)  Packed lunches are eaten together.

E)  Material for industry-specific vocabulary can 
be found here: https://info.jobnet.dk/da/
jobs%C3%B8ger/kompetence-afklaring-flygtnin-
ge/sprogkort

Excerpt from log book 

(...) There was quite a bit of talk about 
the visit to Sa at the café on Thursday, and 
R had taken birthday cake. During exercise, 
there was a lot of laughter, and especially Si 
laughed whole heartedly at Sa. 
We trained Danish, with food and the kitchen 
as themes. When we reached writing, it got 
too hard for Sa, so she was allowed just to 
look at pictures and train words. We went for 
a small, wet walk in the rain, just in order 
to get some fresh air, and we went back for 
lunch.  

(...) R and Sa looked at a document we have 
written with good advice for work experience 
and employment, which especially Sa could use 
for sharpening her participation in work ex-
perience. It was written in Danish and was run 
through Google Translate, but it seemed that 
R also was able to understand, when we went 
through it in Danish. Sa nodded to all the 
points.

(...) We had an interview with an interpreter 
on the phone. Before that, I showed Si a num-
ber of pictures I had collected from her time 
in GROW. She smiled and laughed and it was 
evident that it stimulated many good memories. 
This was a good opportunity for talking about 
what she has gotten out of this. She mentioned 
many times our “warm hearts” as something that 
has made her more secure and has given her 
more belief in there being a good place/work-
place for her. She said as well that she feels 
that she has acquired more friends and has 
been reminded of her green fingers.
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Masood 
found a way 
forward

It goes without saying that life in the 
city centre of Afghanistan’s capital, 
Kabul, was completely different to 
the type of daily life that 31 year-old 
Masood now has in the small and very 
Danish town of Holbæk. He feels that 
he is on the right track, but the process 
has been hard

By Ole Jeppesen

“My program here at New Roots meant many posi-
tive things for me. When I fled from war and came to 
Denmark, my condition was very bad. In Hallingelille I 
received lots of love – and teaching of many different 
subjects and techniques that helped me,” Masood tells.

He has chosen for the interview to take place in a 
straw bale house in the southerly part of the village 
where New Roots is situated. 

“In this room we were taught yoga and we listened 
to relaxing music, and it was really good for me. We 
also worked with different hand crafts out in the gar-
den and with kitchen work – and we were awarded 
a diploma when the program was completed,” says 
Masood with a big smile.

Community for beginners
Another important learning lay in the key to Danish 
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society that Masood and the other participants slowly 
moulded through many long conversations with the 
staff and with each other. 

“The people who work here at New Roots con-
stantly consider how they can help each and every 
participant in daily life. My problems concerned not 
knowing how I should participate in society. What 
should I say to Danes? I felt completely alone,” he re-
members.

But gradually the veil was lifted through open dia-
logue, both around the GROW-fire, and while working 
on the plots and in the greenhouse. 

“I spoke with my boss and the other staff here, and 
I gradually was able to work out what was needed 
for me to do, in order to start again in Denmark. How 
to get access to education and such like. And I said 
to myself, “That’s it, Masood! You need to work even 
harder, because you get feedback on what it is you’re 
doing,” he remembers.

Full speed ahead
Since the New Roots program, Masood has worked 
intensely on getting an education in his new country. 
The first part of his goal, in becoming a social- and 
health-helper, is just around the corner. Next: social- and 
health-assistant, and perhaps even beyond that, later 
on. A ball is round, as they say, and Masood is only 31.

“I am very eager to learn the subject and become 
an expert in my field, and to get into the job market. I 
chose the social and health area because I want to care 
for people who need help and because I want to help 
them with rebuilding their social lives when they, for ex-
ample, have moved to a care centre,” explains Masood.

At New Roots, he has learned to find inner peace in 
nature and he still uses some of the tools in his busy life.

“I like to walk and run in nature, and I often go 
out and sit on a blanket with a book and maybe with 
relaxing music playing in my ears. It is calming, I get 
fresh air and a shot of Vitamin D, which of course we 
can be lacking here in Denmark,” Masood concludes 
with a wide smile. 
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GROW and 
research

RESEARCH AS A FOUNDATION. 
Throughout the last few years, the 
stream of refugees has increased 
globally. Conflicts between countries 
and groups, climate change and 
starvation forces people to flee

By Dorthe Varning Poulsen

Many of these people do not have the possibility to 
return to their home country within the foreseeable 
future, and therefore the new country has the job of 
ensuring residency for those who are applicable, ac-
cording to the UN’s refugee convention, and to find 
solutions for asylum seekers who are to live in the 
country for shorter periods. It can be a great financial 
challenge and therefore an important responsibility is 
to ensure good integration and opportunities for the 
new citizens to be able to provide for themselves.

From national and international research, we know 
that many refugees with little or no education have 
more difficulty in finding work than those who are 
qualified (Arendt, 2018). Not least, in countries where 
there is no need for uneducated workers. Other chal-
lenges include accultural stress, which is described 
as the experience of difficulty in being a part of so-
ciety, arising from the new country’s culture, set of 
norms and behavioural patterns which are difficult 

to understand or value (Betancourt et al., 2015; Ellis 
et al., 2018; Groen et al., 2019). Other studies show 
that many refugees do not seek help from the health 
system despite not feeling able to work because of 
compromised health. Reasons for this can be, for ex-
ample, mistrust to the system or language barriers, 
but also experiences of not being understood if they 
have physical symptoms, which the health system 
subsequently categorises as mental illness (Ellis et al., 
2011).

Presently, there are only a few studies that investi-
gate whether nature- or nature-and-garden activities 
have a positive effect for traumatised refugees, but 
those that exist at present show that garden activities 
create greater engagement and an experience of return-
ing to their “roots” by planting vegetables etc. (Eggert 
et al., 2015; Gerber et al., 2017). Soldiers with post-trau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD) after being stationed in 
war areas are much more represented in the research 
literature with relation to nature-based interventions. 
For both refugees and soldiers, it is the reaction to trau-

Photos: New Roots
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matic experiences which affect their mental-health that 
is the focus, and therefore it can be beneficial to look at 
soldiers’ responses to nature- based therapy programs. 
Internationally, there are both qualitative and quantita-
tive studies that show the effect of programs in natural 
environments with relation to a reduction of symptoms 
and the ability to have control over one’s life with PTSD 
(Hawkins, Townsend and Garst, 2016; Varning Poulsen, 
2017; Greer and Vin-Raviv, 2019). A Danish study carried 
out in the therapy garden Nacadia (Poulsen et al., 2016; 
Poulsen, Stigsdotter and Davidsen, 2018) showed that a 
10-week program with nature-based therapy could re-
duce symptoms of PTSD such as flashbacks and night-
mares, feelings of isolation, reduced concentration and 
anxiety.

Gentin et al. (Gentin et al., 2019) concluded in a 
review (a research article which collects and analyses 
all published research within a particular area), that 
nature-based activities can assist with integration. In-
tegration can be seen as a step towards the job mar-
ket. In the review it is suggested that nature-based 
programs encourage social activity and friendships. 
Bonds are formed to other groups and places, which 
are seen as essential elements for integration. It is 
recommended that future research focuses on de-
scribing participants’ experiences and use of nature 
and nature activities with relation to strengthening 
integrative efforts.

GROW – the research project
The project “GROW” carried out by the socioeco-
nomic company New Roots, contributes with im-
portant information about how refugees, who have 
difficulties with establishing themselves in society 
generally and on the job market, are affected dur-
ing the eight months of nature-based activ ities. The 
data gathered from the research project is analysed 
and there are at least two research articles on their 
way. It is investigated what participants find essential 
in terms of getting into work or education. Overall, 
there is considerable insecurity when starting in the 
project; partly because of surveillance from authori-
ties, partly because of a lack of understanding of how 
garden activities can help in getting work. Many have 
the experience of their identity and place in society 
having been reduced in the new country.

In the program (and after follow-up, six months 
after the end of the program) an understanding was 
formed amongst the participants, of their mental and 
physical condition and the barriers for their concen-
tration, for learning Danish and for having the energy 
to work or study. Being part of a group consisting of 
other participants and the villagers gave an experi-
ence of belonging, being of use to others and being 
able to set goals for themselves. This can be specified 
in the following points: being in a natural environment, 
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which is experienced as safe and protected, contrib-
utes to an experience of inner calm, but it takes time 
to “take nature in”.

 ❚ The work with plants and animals is meaningful 
for the participants and creates contentment and 
positive memories of their home country.

 ❚ Garden and nature activities increase the expe-
rience of being in control and give hope for a 
future in the job market.

 ❚ The therapists’ attitudes are experienced as very 
accepting and present and are described as a 
very important restorative factor.

The qualitative results of the research project GROW, 
which resulted in collaboration with Doctor Sigurd 
Wiingaard Uldall Ph.D., Competence Centre for Trans-
cultural Psychiatry and Region of Copenhagen, show 
that association to the work market increased signifi-
cantly for the project’s participants. There is a statis-
tically significant (p=0,005) increase in association to 
the job market after the GROW program.

Continued work with the use of nature  
in the rehabilitation of traumatised refugees
A society has a need for efforts that induce physi-
cal, mental and social health in the population. This 
is not just about being able to work, but generally to 
be able to have different opportunities to contribute 
to the community. It is this which gives the individu-
al an experience of coherence and it strengthens re-
lationships, which in itself affects our well-being. As 
mentioned earlier, research shows that target groups 
with stress-related illnesses (such as PTSD, anxiety, 
depression and stress) report improvements through-
out programs with nature-based therapy. Their stress 
symptoms decrease, sleep is improved, there is more 
energy for social relationships, better emotional reg-
ulation, feelings of greater ability to deal with situa-
tions and greater self-worth.

Many of the refugees who acquire residency in 

Denmark have been through experiences that have 
resulted in psychological wounds. Often the trauma 
does not stop despite them being in safety; in their 
home country, friends and family are still suffering 
and they are not forgotten. In a cultural background 
that is so different from the Danish, it can be difficult 
to understand or accept what the health system has 
to offer. Therefore, there is a need for a broad range 
of programs which can be targeted to each individual.

GROW is an example of a program where there 
is peace and stability, assisting taking nature in and 
beginning to learn competencies at a slower rate. 
Apart from nature, which is the central element in the 
project, is the multidisciplinary collaboration that has 
significant influence, because it creates a whole new 
framework for the participants. This type of added 
value that is generated when there is collaboration 
between the different sectors and voluntary residents 
in a village, can be part of the solution to the chal-
lenges that exist for this special group of citizens. The 
experiences and results that have emerged from the 
project GROW can be implemented other places in 
the country, for example alongside small village com-
munities, voluntary communities or socioeconomic 
companies - but always in collaboration with a pro-
fessional treatment team.

However, there are still questions that arise that 
require further research. A group of seriously trau-
matised refugees, receiving psychiatric treatment 
could be a relevant group to study with relation to na-
ture-based interventions; for example, could there be 
an improvement in their condition through a combi-
nation of the already existing “talking” therapies with 
activities in a therapy garden connected to the place? 
This applies also to other groups in society; would 
people with long-term illnesses, reduced functional-
ity or psychiatric diagnoses that inhibit participation 
in an ordinary job setting - or others, that for different 
reasons have been unemployed for longer periods – 
be able to attain some type of lasting employment 
through a program in GROW? Time will hopefully tell.
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Postscript

This handbook is written in all humility, 
with a burning wish to help find 
solutions to our world’s crises

Under a huge refugee crisis and a highly actual envi-
ronmental and climate crisis, lies the underlying crisis, 
which is about disconnection, that is found between 
people and nature, people and people and people 
and themselves.

A disconnection where we as humans no longer 
feel our dependency on or connection with nature 
and therefore neither do we act in harmony with it. 
We do not feel our natural belonging with and need 
for other people, instead acting self-serving to ever 
greater degrees, building higher walls and marking 
out boundaries. We have less contact to our own 
body, our deep needs, values and worth.

Perhaps this deep-lying challenge points towards 
its own solution? Maybe we need to create more op-
portunities so that we as people can reconnect our-
selves with nature, reconnect with each other and 
strengthen our contact with our own inner lives?

Most of us maybe do not feel the need for such 
reconnection, or can make do with less. But for the 
most seriously affected and the most vulnerable of 
people, this reconnection can be the ground for get-
ting back on their feet.

This insight and intention was with us when we 
founded New Roots and GROW.

We have learned unbelievably much, with copi-

ous numbers of experiences, late evenings, sleepless 
nights and also many experiences that had meaning, 
connection and love. A tad of all of this needs to be 
brought out into the world with the hope that per-
haps YOU will carry it on.

It is also hoped that the book’s methodical focus 
will give a basis and inspiration to bring nature into 
the community and into the rehabilitation of other 
vulnerable target groups.



 123

References

Part 1

Foreword 2
Orians, Gordon H. 1980. Habitat Selection. I: Lochard, Joan 

(red.). The Evolution of Human Social Behavior. Elsevier 
North Holland, New York. 

Schytte, Benny 2008. Unges udeliv – i multietniske bolig-
områder. Staten Byggeforskningsinstitut. SBI 10:2008. 
Aalborg Universitet.

Edlev, Lasse Thomas 2015. Natur og Miljø i pædagogisk 
arbejde. Munksgaard. 

Edlev, Lasse Thoma 2019. Naturterapi – Oplev Naturen, 
Styrk Livet. Gyldendal.

Introduction
LG Insight: Traumeundersøgelsen: Undersøgelse af ind-

satsen for flygtninge med traumer i Danmark. Social, 
Børne- og Integrationsministeriet.  (2013)

Thøgersen, M. m.fl.: 4 ud af 10 syriske flygtninge lider af 
posttraumatisk stress. Kristeligt Dagblad (2020)

Mansuy, I.: BIOL PSYCHIATRY, 68 (2010)

The landscape of trauma
Riber, K.: Alt om psykologi, Dansk Psykolog Forening (2019)
ICD11 (International Statistical Classification of Diseases and 

Related Health Problems), WHO (2019)
Van der Hart, N. og S.: The Hunted Self, Norton Series on 

Interpersonal Neurobiology (2006)

Stress factors
Dansk Flygtningehjælp (https://flygtning.dk/nyheder-og-

fakta/25-spørgsmål-og-svar-om-flygtninge)
Ikram U. og Stronks K.: Preserving and Improving the Men-

tal Health of Refugees and Asylum Seekers, The Health 
Council of the Netherlands (2016)

Culture and way of life
Berliner, P. i Psyke og Logos, 22 (2001)
Andersen, I. i Psykolog Nyt, 2009, 11 (2009)

Part 2

Nature’s healing effect
Diamond, A. (2013) “Executive Functions”, Annual Review 

of Psychology. A.N.A.E, 64(1), pp. 135–168. doi: 10.1146/
annurev-psych-113011-143750

Grahn, P. and Stigsdotter, U. K. (2010) “The relation be-
tween perceived sensory dimensions of urban green 
space and stress restoration”, Landscape and Urban 
Planning, 94(3), pp. 264–275

Sidenius, U. et al. (2017) “I look at my own forest and 
fields in a different way: the lived experience of 
nature-based therapy in a therapy garden when 
suffering from stress-related illness”, 12(1). doi: 
10.1080/17482631.2017.1324700

Stigsdotter, U. and Grahn, P. (2002) “What makes a garden 
a healing garden”, Journal of therapeutic Horticulture, 
13(2), pp. 60–69

Sundhedsloven (no date) Danske Love. Available at: https://
danskelove.dk/sundhedsloven (Accessed: May 27, 2020)

Sundhedsstyrelsen (2018) Terminologi Forebyggelse, sund-
hedsfremme og folkesundhed. Center for forebyggelse, 
sundhedsstyrelsen. Available at: url: http://www.sst.
dk%0ASprog:

Sunjaya, A. F. and Sunjaya, A. P. (2018) “Protective Effects 
of Phytoncides Against Cancer,” Advanced Science 
Letters. American Scientific Publishers, 24(9), pp. 
6837–6840. doi: 10.1166/asl.2018.12859

Varning Poulsen, D. (2017) “Nature-based therapy as a 
treatment for veterans with PTSD: what do we know?,” 



124 

Journal of Public Mental Health, 16(1), pp. 15–20. doi: 
10.1108/JPMH-08-2016-0039

New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group
Woo, J. et al. (2019) “3-Carene, a phytoncide from pine tree 

has a sleep-enhancing effect by targeting the GA-
BAA-benzodiazepine receptors,” Experimental Neuro-
biology. Korean Society for Neurodegenerative Disease, 
28(5), pp. 593–601. doi: 10.5607/en.2019.28.5.593

Nature and refugees
Buijs, A. E., Elands, B. H. M. and Langers, F. (2009) ‘No wil-

derness for immigrants: Cultural differences in images 
of nature and landscape preferences’, Landscape and 
Urban Planning, 91(3), pp. 113–123. doi: 10.1016/j.landur-
bplan.2008.12.003

Finney, N. and Rishbeth, C. (2006) ‘Engaging with Mar-
ginalised Groups in Public Open Space Research: The 
Potential of Collaboration and Combined Methods’, 
Planning Theory & Practice, 7(1), pp. 27–46. doi: 
10.1080/14649350500497406

Gentin, S. (2006) ’Fem muslimers friluftsliv og natursyn. 
En interviewundersøgelse’. (Outdoor recreation and 
meaning of landscape—a qualitative study of five Mus-
lims outdoor recreation and images of nature). Den Kgl. 
Veterinær- og Landbohøjskole, Skov & Landskab

Gentin, S. (2011) ‘Outdoor recreation and ethnicity in Euro-
pe—A review’, Urban Forestry & Urban Greening, 10(3), 
pp. 153–161. doi: 10.1016/j.ufug.2011.05.002

Gentin, S. et al. (2018) ‘Defining nature-based integration’. 
Finnish Environment Institute. Available at: https://hel-
da.helsinki.fi/handle/10138/236244 (Accessed: 20 June 
2018)

Gentin, S. et al. (2019) ‘Nature-based integration of immi-
grants in Europe: a review’, Urban Forestry & Urban 
Greening. doi: 10.1016/j.ufug.2019.126379

Gentin, S & Præstholm, S 2019, ’Naturvenner - integration 
gennem natur og friluftsliv’. IGN Rapport, 1 udg, Institut 
for Geovidenskab og Naturforvaltning, Københavns 
Universitet, Frederiksberg.

Jensen, F. S. (2014) ‘Friluftsliv i landskabet 2008 (4) - Er 
der befolkningsgrupper, hvor relativt færre kommer ud 

i naturen i løbet af et år? (Outdoor recreation in the 
landscape 2008 (4) - Which segment of the population 
has relatively fewer vistits in nature during a year?)’, 
Videnblade Planlægning og Friluftsliv, Friluftsliv, p. 2 p

Jensen, F. S. and Cleemann, M. F. (2015) ‘Friluftsliv i land-
skabet 2008 (18) - Årsager til besøg i naturen/landska-
bet. (Outdoor recreation in the landscape 2008 (18) - 
Reasons for visiting the nature/landscape)’, Videnblade 
Planlægning og Friluftsliv, Friluftsliv, p. 2 p

Lovelock, K. et al. (2011) ‘In search of belonging: immi-
grant experiences of outdoor nature-based settings in 
New Zealand.’, Leisure Studies. Routledge, 30(4), pp. 
513–529. doi: 10.1080/02614367.2011.623241

Nielsen, T. S. and Hansen, K. B. (2007) ‘Do green areas 
affect health? Results from a Danish survey on the 
use of green areas and health indicators’, Health and 
Place, 13(4), pp. 839–850. doi: 10.1016/j.healthpla-
ce.2007.02.001

Pitkänen, K. et al. (2017) ’Nature-based integration’. Nordic 
Council of Ministers (TemaNord). doi: 10.6027/TN2017-
517

Powell, M. and Rishbeth, C. (2012) ‘Flexibility in place and 
meaning of place by first generation migratants’, Tijds-
chrift voor economische en sociale geografie. Blackwell 
Publishing Ltd, 103(1), pp. 69–84. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-
9663.2011.00675.x

Rishbeth, C. and Finney, N. (2006) ‘Novelty and nostaliga 
in urban greenspace: Refugee perspectives’, Tijdschrift 
voor Economische en Sociale Geografie, 97(3), pp. 
281–295. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9663.2006.00520.x

Rishbeth, C. and Powell, M. (2013) ‘Place Attachment 
and Memory: Landscapes of Belonging as Experien-
ced Post-migration’, Landscape Research, 38(2), pp. 
160–178. doi: 10.1080/01426397.2011.642344

Thomsen, J. M., Powell, R. B. and Monz, C. (2018) ‘A Syste-
matic Review of the Physical and Mental Health Benefits 
of Wildland Recreation’, Journal of Park and Recreation 
Administration, 36(1), pp. 123–148. doi: 10.18666/JPRA-
2018-V36-I1-8095

Twohig-Bennett, C. and Jones, A. (2018) ‘The health be-
nefits of the great outdoors: A systematic review and 



 125

meta-analysis of greenspace exposure and health out-
comes’, Environmental Research. Academic Press, 166, 
pp. 628–637. doi: 10.1016/J.ENVRES.2018.06.030

Nature-based rehabilitation of refugees
Lorenzen, E. B. og Reintoft, S.: Ind i Mindfulness, Lindhardt 

og Ringhof (2013)
Csikszentmihalyi, M.: FLOW, The classic work on how to 

achieve happiness, Rider (1992)

Relationships
Bowlby J.: Attachment and Loss. Vol. 1. Attachment (2nd 

ed.). New York: Basic Books (1982)

Community
Berliner, P.: Fællesskaber – en antologi om community psy-

kologi, Frydenlund (2004)
Cobb, S.: Social support as a Moderator of Life Stress, Psy-

chosomatic Medicine Vol. 38 (1976)

Volunteers give harmony and support to ease pressure
Als Research: Undersøgelse af Røde Kors’ beskæftigelses- 

og vejledningstilbud i cafeerne (2020)
LG Insight: Evaluering af Venner Viser Vej – Projekt af Røde 

Kors og Dansk Flygtningehjælp (2019)
Center for Frivilligt Socialt Arbejde: Tal om frivillighed i 

Danmark (2017)
Røde Kors’ frivilligundersøgelse (2017)  
Dansk Flygtningehjælp og Røde Kors: Metodehæfte – Det 

gode samarbejde om at modtage flygtninge i kommu-
nerne (2017)

My body
Levine, P.: Healing Trauma, Sounds True (2008)
Van der Kolk, B. A.: Kroppen holder Regnskab, Klim (2014)

Part 3

GROW and research
Arendt, J. N. (2018) Sammenhaengen mellem beskaefti-

gelse og uddannelse for ikke-vestlige flygtninge og 

familiesammenførte. Available at: www.rockwoolfonden.
dk (Accessed: March 2, 2020)

Betancourt, T. S. et al. (2015) “We left one war and came 
to another: Resource loss, acculturative stress, and 
caregiver-child relationships in somali refugee families,” 
Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology. Ame-
rican Psychological Association Inc., 21(1), pp. 114–125. 
doi: 10.1037/a0037538

Eggert, L. K. et al. (2015) “Coalition Building for Health: 
A Community Garden Pilot Project with Apart-
ment Dwelling Refugees,” Journal of Community 
Health Nursing. Routledge, 32(3), pp. 141–150. doi: 
10.1080/07370016.2015.1057072

Ellis, B. H. et al. (2011) “New directions in refugee youth 
mental health services: Overcoming barriers to engage-
ment,” Journal of Child and Adolescent Trauma, 4(1), pp. 
69–85. doi: 10.1080/19361521.2011.545047

Ellis, B. H. et al. (2018) “‘We All Have Stories’: Black 
Muslim Immigrants’ Experience With the Poli-
ce,” Race and Justice. SAGE Publications Inc. doi: 
10.1177/2153368718754638

Gerber, M. M. et al. (2017) “Nepali bhutanese refugees reap 
support through community gardening,” International 
Perspectives in Psychology: Research, Practice, Consul-
tation. American Psychological Association Inc., 6(1), 
pp. 17–31. doi: 10.1037/ipp0000061

Greer, M. and Vin-Raviv, N. (2019) “Outdoor-Based Thera-
peutic Recreation Programs Among Military Veterans 
with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder: Assessing the 
Evidence,” Military Behavioral Health, 7(3), pp. 286–303. 
doi: 10.1080/21635781.2018.1543063

Groen, S. P. N. et al. (2019) “Cultural identity confusion 
and psychopathology: A mixed-methods study among 
refugees and asylum seekers in the Netherlands,” 
Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease. Lippincott 
Williams and Wilkins, 207(3), pp. 162–170. doi: 10.1097/
NMD.0000000000000935

Hawkins, B. L., Townsend, J. A. and Garst, B. A. (2016) 
“Nature-Based Recreational Therapy for Military Service 
Members: A Strengths Approach,” Therapeutic recrea-
tion journal, 50(1), p. 55



126 

Poulsen, D. V. D. V. et al. (2016) “‘Everything just se-
ems much more right in nature’: How veterans with 
post-traumatic stress disorder experience nature-ba-
sed activities in a forest therapy garden,” Health 
Psychology Open, 3(1), p. 2055102916637090. doi: 
10.1177/2055102916637090

Poulsen, D. V., Stigsdotter, U. K. and Davidsen, A. S. (2018) 
“&quot;That Guy, Is He Really Sick at All?&quot; An 
Analysis of How Veterans with PTSD Experience Na-
ture-Based Therapy.,” Healthcare (Basel, Switzerland), 
6(2). doi: 10.3390/healthcare6020064



 127



128 

Growing roots together
A handbook on nature- and  
community-based rehabilitation  
of traumatised refugees
Published by:
New Roots (Nye Rødder RSV)
Hallingelille Eco-Village
E-mail: info@nyerodder.dk
Tel: +45 4054 2829
www.nyerodder.dk

Produced with support from 
Friluftsrådet


