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About MHA-NYC

MHA-NYC is a leader in developing innovative approaches to 
address mental health needs. 

A nonprofit organization with a three-part mission of: 
• Service

• Advocacy 

• Education

24/7 Contact Center in Manhattan:

• 14 programs

• Staff of almost 150 counselors, peer specialists, and management 
at various levels.

Rooted in New York City, with a growing demand for services 
well beyond our borders.



Core Services

• Call: 1-888-NYC WELL

• Chat: www.nyc.gov/nycwell

• Text: 65173

http://www.nyc.gov/nycwell


Migrants, Refugees, 

Undocumented



Migrants

• People who choose to 
move to improve their 
lives

• Planned and (informed) 
decisions about where 
to work/live/raise family

• Unexpected 
consequences (positive 
and negative)

• Legal path to citizenship 
(not always clear)



Refugees

• “…Person outside his or her country of nationality 
who is unable or unwilling to return to his or her 
country of nationality because of persecution or a 
well-founded fear of persecution on account of 
race, religion, nationality, membership in a 
particular social group, or political opinion…”

• Enter into the US Refugee Admissions Program 
• Total time from application to arrival—18-24 

months
• Resettlement via one of 11 volunteer agencies
• Required to apply for Lawful Permanent Resident 

(“green card”) status one year after being admitted



Refugees—Pre-Flight Stressors

• Pre-flight trauma

• Witness/experience
• Physical/sexual 

violence
• Torture
• Deprivation of 

food/water
• Overcrowded camps

• Poor physical 
health/collapse of 
social support



Refugees—Resettlement 
Stressors

• Recurring losses 
during migration

• Acculturation 

• Hostility/Racism

• Violence

• Isolation

• Language barrier



Undocumented Immigrants

• Person(s) crossing a country’s border illegally, 
in a way that violates immigration laws of the 
destination country, and with the intent to stay

• Common reasons, fleeing:
• Poverty

• Wars and asylum

• Family reunification

• Deprivation of citizenship



Undocumented Immigrants

• Vulnerable to:
• Lack of access to services

• Slavery

• Kidnapping and ransom

• Prostitution

• Exploitation

• Injury/Illness

• Death (in the process of migration)



Undocumented Immigrants

• Path to legalization
1. Marriage to a US citizen

2. Service in the US military

3. Cancellation of removal

4. Asylum

5. Temporary protected status (18 months)



Undocumented Children

http://www.apa.org/topics/immigration/

http://www.apa.org/topics/immigration/


“If you’re in this country illegally and you 
committed a crime by entering this country, 
you should be uncomfortable. You should 
look over your shoulder, and you need to be 
worried.” 

--Thomas Homan, Acting Director, ICE



Commonalities and 

Contradictions



Hostility 

Migrants

Refugees

Undocumented 
Immigrants



Role of Crisis Centers



Fill Crucial Gap

• Technology platforms hold unique promise

• Easily accessible supports

• Integration into larger systems of care

• Connection to resources for 
undocumented/migrants/refugees



Refugees per Month
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Undocumented Immigrants per 
Month
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NYC Well Example #1 

• Male chat visitor, age unknown

• Was once in a refugee camp and since has 
been experiencing PTSD symptoms

• Often paranoid he will be attacked. He 
feels like it is starting to affect his 
relationship with his girlfriend and she may 
leave him

• Saw a therapist in the past due to OCD 
symptoms and depression

• Passionate about screenwriting, and wants 
to get into that again



NYC Well Example #2 

• 35-year-old Russian-American female 
• Reported that she suffers from PTSD & 

flashbacks from the Chechen-Russian conflict 
while working for the U.N. 7 years ago

• Called with suicidal ideation stemming from 
specific triggering event

• Witnessed the killing of a woman in front of 
her. She then went over to the woman and 
tried to comfort her with reassuring words 
before she passed away while holding her 
hand. 

• Blames herself: "I feel like I killed that 
woman."



NYC Well Example #3 

• Male caller with DACA status 

• Reached out in relation to his anxiety  
about his status and about his mother who 
is in Europe as a refugee from Venezuela

• NYC Well counselor noted caller’s sense of 
hope and pride that he has in being in the 
US. He felt good in knowing that there 
were a lot of services for him and he 
wished his mother had access to the same. 



Discussion—Examples 

from Other Centers



Subjective Bias, 

Countertransference



Bias is Complex

• https://youtu.be/JhSxkwKgVTo

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M
sSPAEtYaZE

https://youtu.be/JhSxkwKgVTo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MsSPAEtYaZE


Bias/ Countertransference

• Clinician’s life-value system

• Subjective biases about other ethnic 
groups

• Subjective biases about own ethnicity 

• Disavowed by clinician

• Exert influence (powerful) on treatment

• Perceived by client



Discussion



Recommended Tools 

for Recruitment and 

Training



Self-Reflection at Recruitment

Complete the following statements, clarifying 
your feelings: 

• People who contemplate suicide are 
• The use of any drug is 
• Abortion, as far as I’m concerned, is 
• If I were anxious about a personal problem, I 

would 
• Religion is 
• Gays and lesbians 
• To me, the thought of growing old is 



Self-Reflection in Training and 
Beyond





Reach Out if You Need to Consult!

Anitha Iyer Ph.D.

Chief Clinical Officer

MHA-NYC

50 Broadway, 11th Floor

New York, New York 10004

Phone:212- 614-6396

Email: Aiyer@mhaofnyc.org

mailto:Aiyer@mhaofnyc.org

