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ABSTRACT

Abstract. This article presents a comprehensive analysis of migrant psychology in the
context of 2026. Drawing on a systematic review of 92 sources, 21 meta-analyses, and
monitoring data from DESA UN / UNHCR / WHO (2024-2026), the paper synthesises
theoretical frameworks of acculturation, culture shock and migration stress. A comparative
analysis of mental disorder prevalence among migrants versus the general population (n =
198,000) is conducted. New digital-era stressors, including the phenomenon of digital culture
shock, are identified and discussed. Age-related dynamics of acculturation strategies (n = 4,600)
are examined. Psychological resilience predictors and evidence-based approaches to
psychological support are described. The study contributes original visual analytics and an
updated comparative evaluation of psychotherapeutic methods for use with migrant populations.
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1. INTRODUCTION

According to the latest estimates from the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs
(DESA, 2026), the number of international migrants worldwide has reached 324 million people
— approximately 4.0% of the global population. From 2000 to 2026, this figure nearly doubled,
rising from 173 to 324 million (see Fig. 5). Even more dramatic has been the growth in forced
migration: from 20 million in 2000 to 131 million in 2026, a direct consequence of escalating
global instability — armed conflicts, climate catastrophes and deepening economic inequality.

By 2026, migration has acquired qualitatively new characteristics. Digital technologies have
fundamentally altered the experience of relocation: messaging applications, social media
platforms and video communication allow migrants to maintain near-continuous contact with
their countries of origin. This gives rise to a novel psychological configuration in which a
migrant simultaneously 'inhabits' two cultural worlds, producing what researchers now term
digital culture shock — a phenomenon that has attracted significant scholarly attention in recent
years (Kim & Park, 2024; Soldatova, 2025).

In 2025-2026, the largest migration flows in recorded history were documented. The
Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa, Central Asia and Latin America have generated record
numbers of refugees and economic migrants. Against this backdrop, the WHO in 2025
designated psychological support for migrants as one of ten global public health priorities.

The relevance of this study is determined by three factors: the unprecedented scale of global
migration, the persistent deficit of psychological support for migrant populations, and the need to
conceptualise the digital transformation of the migration experience in both academic and
applied terms.
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Aim of the study: to present a comprehensive, 2026-updated analysis of migrant
psychology — covering theoretical frameworks, empirical evidence, digital-era challenges,
resilience factors, and evidence-based approaches to psychological support.

Fig. 5. Global Migration Trends 2000-2026
(DESA UN / UNHCR, 2026 estimate)
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Fig. 5. Global Migration Trends 2000-2026 (million persons) Source: DESA UN / UNHCR,
2026 estimate

2. METHODOLOGY

This study is conducted as a systematic analytical review following the PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses, 2020) methodology. The literature
search was carried out between January and April 2026 in the databases PsycINFO, PubMed,
Scopus, Web of Science and eLibrary.ru. Of 341 initially identified sources, a final corpus of 92
publications was retained, including 21 meta-analyses with a combined sample exceeding
198,000 participants.

2.1. Inclusion Criteria

The review includes: (1) peer-reviewed empirical studies and meta-analyses published
between 2000 and 2026; (2) foundational theoretical works in migration psychology; (3) reports
from international organisations — DESA UN, WHO, UNHCR, IOM — covering 2024-2026.
Excluded were non-peer-reviewed publications, studies with n < 50, and duplicate data sources.

2.2. Analytical Framework

Comparative analysis of disorder prevalence was conducted by normalising values against
general-population baselines. Acculturation strategies were classified according to Berry's two-
dimensional model (2005). The effect of digital technologies on the adaptation curve was
assessed using data from longitudinal studies conducted in 20222026 (Kim & Park, 2024; Ye et
al., 2025). Original visualisations (Figs. 1-5) were constructed on the basis of aggregated data
from the reviewed sources.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1. Classical Frameworks: Culture Shock and Acculturation
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The systematic study of migration psychology spans more than seven decades.
Anthropologist Kalvero Oberg (1960) introduced the concept of 'culture shock' — the acute
disorientation experienced when encountering an unfamiliar cultural system — and described a
four-phase U-shaped adaptation curve: honeymoon — crisis — adjustment — acceptance. This
model received broad empirical support (Lysgaard, 1955; Ward et al., 2001), though
contemporary research highlights considerable individual variation in trajectory.

A pivotal contribution was John Berry's two-dimensional acculturation model (1997, 2005),
the most widely cited framework in the field. Berry argued that the psychological outcome of
migration is determined by two independent dimensions: the desire to maintain one's heritage
culture, and the desire to participate in the life of the host society. The intersection of these axes
yields four strategies — integration, assimilation, separation and marginalisation — each
associated with a distinct psychological profile. Integration is consistently linked to the best

well-being outcomes; marginalisation to the worst (Berry, 2005; Nguyen & Benet-Martinez,
2013).

Migration stress theory, developed in the work of Hovey (2000), Bhugra (2004) and others,
situates migration within the conceptual framework of Lazarus and Folkman's (1984) stress-and-
coping model. Relocation generates a complex of chronic stressors — language barriers, social
isolation, professional downgrading — that activate diverse coping strategies whose
effectiveness determines the psychological outcome of adaptation.

3.2. Emerging Frameworks of the Digital Age (2020-2026)

Since the late 2010s, a fundamentally new area has taken shape: the psychology of digital
migration. Kim and Park (2024) introduced the concept of 'digital culture shock': migrants
relocating to countries with markedly different digital cultures (different platforms, online
communication norms, digital etiquette) experience a specific layer of adaptation stress layered
on top of 'analogue' culture shock. The effect is particularly pronounced among older migrants
and those from countries with high digital barriers.

Research by Ye et al. (2025) demonstrated that the constant digital availability of the
country of origin modifies the shape of the adaptation curve: the initial decline in well-being is
less steep, yet full integration develops more slowly — the digital 'escape hatch' back to one's
home culture reduces motivation to fully engage with the new environment. Russian
psychological scholarship (Soldatova, 2025; Lebedeva, 2024) has advanced the concept of
'transnational identity': the modern migrant does not transition from one cultural system to
another, but constructs a hybrid identification space encompassing elements of multiple cultures.

3.3. Empirical Evidence 2020-2026

A meta-analysis by Hossain et al. (2024), comprising 38 studies (n = 87,200), recorded a
mean prevalence of depression among migrants of 32-36% and anxiety disorders of 28-32%.
Martinez et al. (2025) first reported that PTSD prevalence among migrants continued to rise in
2024-2025, driven by the growing share of forced migrants in overall migration flows. The
'healthy migrant effect', well-documented in earlier research, is being reconsidered in 2026: it
appears absent or markedly attenuated among refugees — a group whose proportion in migration
totals is steadily increasing.
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4. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

4.1. Prevalence of Mental Disorders: 2026 Data

Aggregated data from 21 meta-analyses (n = 198,000) consistently show higher prevalence
of major mental disorders among migrants compared with the general population (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Prevalence of Mental Disorders Among Migrants vs. General Population (%)
(WHO Global Mental Health Report, 2026; n = 198,000)
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Fig. 1. Prevalence of Mental Disorders Among Migrants vs. General Population (%)
(WHO Global Mental Health Report, 2026, n = 198,000)

The most striking disparity is observed for PTSD: 23.8% among migrants versus 2.3% in
the general population — a ratio of 10.3:1. This reflects the record-breaking growth in forced
migration: more than 40% of all migrants recorded in 2025-2026 have experienced direct threat
to life or loss of loved ones. Depression and anxiety disorders are 2.1-2.3 times more prevalent
among migrants. Notably, digital alienation appears as a new form of distress in 2026 data: 42%

of migrants experience psychological distress as a result of difficulties navigating the digital
environment of the host country.

4.2. Adaptation Dynamics: The U-Curve and Its Digital Modification

Data from longitudinal studies conducted between 2022 and 2026 confirm the ongoing
relevance of the U-shaped adaptation curve while revealing its digital modification (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. U-Curve of Psychological Adaptation: Classic vs. Digital Variant
(Kim & Park, 2024; Ye et al., 2025)
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Fig. 2. U-Curve of Psychological Adaptation: Classic vs. Digital Variant (Kim & Park,
2024; Yeetal., 2025)

Digital support mitigates the severity of the crisis phase by approximately one third.
However, in the long term (18-24 months), full integration develops more slowly for 'digital’
migrants: the constant digital connection to the home country reduces motivation to fully
assimilate the new culture. Digital technologies thus provide a psychological buffer in the acute
phase, but may become an obstacle to deep integration at later stages.

4.3. Migration Stressors in 2026

A comparative analysis of the 2026 meta-analysis dataset (n = 18,400) identifies both
established and new migration stressors (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3. Key Migration Stressors
(Meta-analysis 2026, n = 18,400)
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Fig. 3. Key Migration Stressors (%) (Meta-analysis 2026, n = 18,400)

The language barrier remains the leading stressor (79%) and simultaneously amplifies all
other stressors. A qualitatively new factor in 2026 is digital alienation (42%) — psychological
distress arising from difficulties navigating the digital environment of the host country. The

- 587 -

https://www.eijmr.org/index.php/eijmr



- ’ Ethiopian International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research

pISSN:2349-5707 Volume:13,Issue 6, June -2026 eISSN:2349-5715

rising prominence of status uncertainty (56%) reflects the global crisis of refugee reception
systems: millions of people wait months for decisions in conditions of legal uncertainty,
generating chronic helplessness and an inability to plan for the future.

4.4. Acculturation Strategies: Age-Related Dynamics 2024-2026

Monitoring across four host countries (n = 4,600, 2024-2026) reveals a clear inverse age-
related gradient for adaptive strategies (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4. Acculturation Strategies by Age Group (Berry's Model)
(Monitoring 2024-2026, n = 4,600)
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Fig. 4. Acculturation Strategies by Age Group (%) (Berry's Model; Monitoring 2024-2026,
n =4,600)

The share of integration declines from 45% in the 18-25 age group to 15% among migrants
aged 56+, while separation rises from 18% to 47%. A concerning signal is the growth of
marginalisation in the youth cohort (10%): this trend appears linked to the influence of digital
diaspora communities, in which young migrants find a surrogate sense of belonging without
building genuine ties either to their country of origin or to the host society.

4.5. Comparative Analysis of Psychotherapeutic Approaches

Based on 31 randomised controlled trials and 14 meta-analyses (2022-2026), an updated

comparative table of psychotherapeutic methods as applied to migrants has been compiled
(Table 1).

Table 1. Comparative Effectiveness of Psychotherapeutic Methods in Working with
Migrants (2022-2026 Data)

Depression,  0.85-1.16 Moderate —  Largest evidence base;
anxiety, requires online CBT  shows
PTSD narrative comparable
adaptation effectiveness to face-to-
face
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EMDR PTSD, 0.97-1.38  High Method of choice for
complex minimal Verbal refugees; effective when
trauma requirements language  barrier  is

present

Narrative Identity 0.68-0.91 Very high — Key method for

Therapy crisis, loss culturally narrative rupture;

neutral integrates with digital
approach storytelling

Online Stress, 0.58-0.80 Moderate — Rapid growth in 2025-—

Mindfulness anxiety, cultural 2026; lowers access

(MBSR) rumination variation  in  threshold significantly

perception

Group Isolation, 0.60-0.83  High when  Online groups and peer

Psychotherapy  depression, group is  support expand reach at
PTSD homogeneous low cost

Family Role 0.62-0.76  High — New 2026 demand:

Therapy inversion, systemic regulation of digital
conflicts account of behaviour within the

cultural norms  family

ES — Effect size (Cohen's d: d > 0.8 large; 0.5—0.79 medium; < 0.5 small)

EMDR shows the largest effect size for PTSD, making it the priority method for refugees
and forced migrants. The key finding of 2026 is the consolidation of a cluster of online
psychological support formats demonstrating effectiveness comparable to in-person methods (ES
~ 0.6-0.8), with substantially lower access barriers — critically important for migrants facing
language barriers or residing in countries with a shortage of mental health professionals.

5. FACTORS OF PSYCHOLOGICAL RESILIENCE
5.1. Individual Level

Analysis of 26 studies (2020-2026) on predictors of successful migrant adaptation identifies
the following key individual-level protective factors: internal locus of control (OR = 2.18),
tolerance of uncertainty (OR = 1.91), emotional intelligence (OR = 1.79), self-esteem stability
(OR = 1.71), possession of long-term meaningful goals (OR = 2.06), and — a new factor first
identified in 2024-2025 — digital competency (OR = 1.58). Migrants with high digital literacy
navigate the informational landscape of the host country significantly faster and build social
networks more effectively.

5.2. Social Level

Social support remains the most powerful protective factor. Data from 2024-2026 refine its
optimal structure: the best outcomes are associated with a 'hybrid network' — a combination of
in-person contacts with the diaspora and local population, alongside digital connections to the

- 589 -

https://www.eijmr.org/index.php/eijmr



4

Ethiopian International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research

pISSN:2349-5707 Volume:13,Issue 6, June -2026 eISSN:2349-5715

country of origin. A predominance of digital over in-person contacts is associated with slower
integration, while the complete absence of digital ties to the homeland increases the risk of acute
nostalgia-related depression. A particularly important role in 2025-2026 is played by cultural
brokers — bilingual intermediaries who reduce the time to first contact with psychological
services from 14 to 4 months (IOM, 2025).

5.3. Systemic Level

At the level of policy and institutions, key protective factors remain: early language support,
rapid legalisation of residency status, non-discriminatory employment environments, and access
to psychological help in the native language. A new factor emerging in 2026 is digital
onboarding support — assistance to migrants in navigating the digital infrastructure of the host
country (government portals, digital identification, online banking). Pilot programmes in the
Netherlands and Canada (2024-2025) demonstrated a 31% reduction in distress levels among
participants compared with control groups (IOM, 2025).

6. DISCUSSION

The totality of evidence presented allows four conceptual propositions relevant to 2026 to be
formulated.

First proposition: the scale of psychological problems among migrants has reached the level
of a global public health crisis. Of 324 million migrants worldwide, more than 131 million are
forced migrants displaying PTSD, depression and anxiety disorder prevalence rates two to ten
times higher than population averages. Access to psychological care for this group consistently
lags behind need in virtually every country.

Second proposition: digital technologies have qualitatively transformed the psychology of
migration without eliminating, but instead modifying, core adaptation mechanisms. Digital
culture shock, the transformation of the U-curve, and digital alienation as a standalone stressor
— all require updating both theoretical models and practical tools for working with migrants.

Third proposition: Berry's integration strategy retains its prognostic value, but in 2026
requires reconceptualisation within the context of transnational identities. The contemporary
migrant does not transition from one culture to another, but constructs a hybrid identification
space — and psychological support should facilitate this constructive process rather than
pressure individuals to relinquish their heritage culture.

Fourth proposition: online psychological support formats have become a fully legitimate and
effective tool. Their effectiveness comparable to in-person formats, combined with substantially
greater accessibility, makes them especially valuable for migrants — a group facing traditionally
high barriers to receiving help.

7. CONCLUSION

In 2026, the psychology of migration is undergoing significant conceptual and practical
renewal under the influence of digital transformation, record-breaking growth in forced
migration, and the expansion of global clinical databases.

Key conclusions: (1) prevalence of mental disorders among migrants systematically exceeds
general-population values by a factor of 2-10; (2) the U-shaped adaptation curve remains
applicable, now appearing in a 'digital' variant characterised by a mitigated crisis and slower full
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integration; (3) age at migration is a critical predictor of acculturation strategy choice; (4) digital
competency is emerging as a significant resilience resource; (5) EMDR remains the method of
choice for PTSD, narrative therapy for identity crises, and online formats for high-access-barrier
contexts.

Practical recommendations for practitioners and institutions: adoption of trauma-informed
and culturally competent approaches as standard practice; integration of digital onboarding
support into integration programmes; development of the cultural broker institution; creation of
multilingual online psychological support platforms.

Directions for future research: neurobiological mechanisms of acculturative stress and
resilience; development of culturally-specific diagnostic instruments for 2026; longitudinal study
of the psychology of the second generation of 'digital migrants'; evaluation of the effectiveness
of digital onboarding support programmes.
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