Objectives

The primary health care sector needs to provide quality health care to refugees from increasingly diverse backgrounds. Care needs to accommodate the impact of past trauma, prior experiences of health care, cultural differences and the stresses of resettlement. This study explores how general practices in Brisbane have responded to these issues and considers what more can be done.

Methods

This qualitative research project involved purposive sampling to recruit five general practices with experience in caring for refugee communities. Focus groups  (administrative staff, practice nurses, general practitioners) were held at each practice. The discussion focused upon the pragmatic delivery of health care to these diverse communities. Recent achievements and specific difficulties were explored, with a focus on the ability of the practices to adapt to emerging issues.

Principal findings/results

Preliminary analyses show that practices demonstrated significant innovation and flexibility in addressing complex issues caring for refugees. Culturally-sensitive clinical care was combined with improving health literacy, health promotion and overcoming differences in language and culture.  The satisfaction experienced when providing care for refugees emerged as a dominant theme. However, practices expressed difficulties and felt isolated as they searched for solutions. Although many resources are available to assist in caring for refugee patients, confusion persists about how to access these.  

Implications

The primary health care sector is capable of providing culturally-sensitive health care for refugees. This study revealed flexibility and enthusiasm amongst providers as they addressed the complex needs of their refugee patients. There is value in focusing on enhancing the capacity of the primary health sector in a systematic way to manage refugee health. Many resources necessary for support are available and improving the linkages within the community is an important next step. A holistic approach to refugee health, integrating health care providers and community services is emphasised.  

