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This qualitative study documented usual practices around pregnancy and childbirth and acceptable ways of dealing with stress and distress in Afghan cultures, as well as factors contributing to poor mental health and wellbeing for Afghan women in SE Melbourne. Findings of this study will inform the development of an intervention to address high levels of depression and anxiety amongst this population. Two focus group discussions with Afghan community representatives and twelve in-depth interviews with health and community workers were conducted.

The findings revealed complex transitions and social change required by Afghan refugees upon arrival in Australia. Practices around pregnancy and childbirth in Afghan cultures usually involve relatively intensive support of the extended family. This means that in Australia the husband often plays a greater role in supporting their wives due to the absence of the family network, and maternal and child health professionals play an important role in supporting young families. Some cultural practices relating to pregnancy could potentially compound feelings of isolation for some Afghan women. The trauma of experiences relating to conflict and the refugee flight were noted as contributing factors to poor mental health. Post‐migration stressors included feelings of isolation, related to a perceived lack of community in SE Melbourne, compounded by poor access to transport. Strained and sometimes dysfunctional spousal relationships that were related to adjusting to life in Australia, often following long periods of separation, were reported by most participants to contribute to poor mental health. 
Strategies to address poor mental health in the Afghan community should include simple community based interventions that bring women together; changes to existing antenatal and maternity services such as improving access to and use of interpreters; providing information about mental health, sexual and reproductive health; and supporting Afghan couples to foster positive spousal relationships. Importantly, future research should identify strategies to improve mental health and wellbeing of Afghan men.
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