
 

Praise for Culture and Mental Health

“One of the primary goals of psychology as a discipline is the alleviation of 
human suffering. To this end, it is imperative that we understand the various 
forms of human dysfunction and psychopathology, so that we can continuously 
intervene in constructive and helpful ways. As the world becomes smaller and 
borders more porous, psychologists also have the need to adopt a global per-
spective on the causes, forms, and treatments of various types of illnesses that 
afflict so many in the world today. Eshun and Gurung’s book represents the 
latest and best effort to compile the information about culture and mental 
health available in the field today. They have assembled some of the best schol-
ars in the field to bring to bear their expertise in each of their respective areas. 
Readers will be enlightened with the exceptional information described in each 
of the chapters. The text is relevant, well-written, and engaging, and Eshun 
and Gurung are to be commended for an exceptional effort that will be a 
standard in the field.” 

David Matsumoto, San Francisco State University

“Specifically focusing on the work of counselors and clinicians, and especially 
oriented to students and trainees aspiring to careers in the helping professions, 
this volume provides a rich introduction to the multitude of ways in which cul-
ture shapes everyday life, its various challenges, and their solutions. Far from an 
abstract and empty notion, Eshun and Gurung’s collection adds flesh, bones, 
and blood to the notion of ‘culture’ and offer persuasive illustrations of what is 
meant by the term ‘cultural competence.’” 

Larry Davidson, Yale University

“Eshun, Gurung, and their contributing scholars provide a broad overview of 
culture and mental health. The book is well worth considering for graduate 
courses in counseling psychology and related fields.” 

Steven Lopez, University of Southern California

“Culture and Mental Health comes to grips with the complexities of the field 
without overwhelming or intimidating its readers. It blends concepts and find-
ings with clinical realities and challenges. Thoroughly documented and up to 
date, the book is relevant for clinicians and researchers at all levels of training 
and experience.” 

Juris G. Draguns, Pennsylvania State University
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As a long-standing advocate for understanding issues of cultural and ethnic 
diversity, I have served as President of APA Division 45, Society for the 
Psychological Study of Ethnic Minority Issues, and currently chair the 
American Psychological Association’s Commission for the Recruitment, 
Retention and Training of Ethnic Minorities implementation task force 
(CEMRRAT2). Both of these organizations were instrumental in the approval 
of the APA Multicultural Guidelines for Practice and the promotion of empir-
ical research addressing mental health issues of ethnic minority clinical popu-
lations. The expectation to be competent is for all psychologists but especially 
for those pursuing or engaged in the clinical and counseling psychology 
fields.

It goes without saying that I am a staunch advocate for multicultural compe-
tencies, as are the co-authors of this book, Regan A. R. Gurung and Sussie 
Eshun. I was most delighted to receive the call asking if I would support their 
book and write the foreword. I immediately sensed that this edited book, 
Culture and Mental Health, had the potential to propel many students and 
faculty of psychology into strengthening multicultural competencies, and to 
make a positive impact on our clinical work with ethnically and culturally 
diverse clients.

For the past fifteen years I have consulted with organizations and institutions 
interested in multicultural curriculum development and the recruitment, reten-
tion and training of ethnic minority faculty, students and staff. This has been 
some of my most fulfilling work as an African American female psychologist, 
and is how I came to know Regan A. R. Gurung. The expertise of Sussie Eshun 
has also become more poignant to me as a result of our work as co-authors on 
the chapter addressing mood disorders. She has a wonderful background as a 
counselor stemming from her work as a private practitioner.

We should all be committed to infusing the study of cultural and ethnic 
diversity in the psychology curriculum. This infusion promotes cultural under-
standing in training, and provides pedagogical tools to assist others in their 

Foreword
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acquisition of a rich knowledge base. This focus was something I was not 
afforded as a graduate student for a variety of reasons, primarily because of the 
lack of available books and articles from people of various ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds who were addressing the issues and bringing that information 
into training settings. Moreover, at the time of my graduate training the over-
arching philosophy of color blindness led to the assumption that issues of 
ethnic and cultural diversity were irrelevant. As an African American female, 
I of course did not embrace this assumption, and found myself exploring issues 
of ethnic and cultural diversity in the field of psychology. I was encouraged in 
this quest by the support of my major professor, Karen Calhoun.

Having held a faculty position at an international institution, and enjoying 
new and interesting places, I consider myself a world traveler and an astute 
observer who continues to grow in understanding and appreciation of cultural 
differences. As a matter of fact, my first position as a new PhD was at the 
University of Manitoba in Winnipeg, Manitoba Canada. This experience 
 provided one of my first far-reaching wake-up calls as a psychologist to cultural 
differences. It opened my eyes in ways that have helped sustain my long time 
commitment to understanding and appreciating cultural differences.

While at the University of Manitoba as a professor, I felt prepared to address 
gender differences, keeping in mind that my training had not emphasized 
cultural or ethnic differences. I was aware that I would be working with Alaska 
Natives and Eskimo populations, but I was somewhat naïve about how cosmo-
politan the entire city would be. I set out to extend my dissertation research 
using assessment tools primarily validated on European American populations. 
I thought I would have a more controlled sample and be safe if I excluded from 
my population the two ethnic groups just mentioned, along with Asian, Latino, 
and African Diasporic populations. Within the first two weeks of data collec-
tion, even after running a small pilot with graduate students, I realized that 
the words of the survey had different meanings to subjects based upon their 
cultural background. This is an excellent example of assumed generalization 
going awry. Or maybe I should say I failed to thoroughly think through all of 
the fundamental teachings of generalization, research, and cultural diversity 
despite my good intentions to control the subject pool. Those who may look 
the same may not be the same!

I drew two lessons from this experience. The first is that an assessment tool 
does not automatically translate into a valid instrument for all populations – 
much like what we have learned about the application of IQ testing instru-
ments without regard to ethnic or racial differences. The second lesson is that 
words matter within a cultural context. What means something in one culture 
may not have the same meaning in another culture. This truth is much like 
what they say when studying a foreign language. You have only mastered a for-
eign language when you understand the idioms and colloquial expressions 
unique to that culture. As I stated earlier, I continue to grow in my own knowl-
edge base and know that I have come a long way since that early research study 
in a Canadian cosmopolitan urban center.

xiv Foreword
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A major strength of the chapters in this book is that they keep us focused on 
the importance of growth in our understanding of self and others. The writers 
add a contemporary richness to the body of literature addressing ethnic and 
cultural difference in the mental health field. Chapter authors draw on their 
own knowledge of their culture and their direct work with clients from cultur-
ally diverse clinical populations. This book certainly meets the goals as stated 
by Gurung and Eshun, in that it clearly carves out important knowledge for 
helping students to become better therapists for their clients as they grow in 
their understanding and appreciation of cultural and ethnic differences within 
themselves and others. The authors provide a context in which to examine the 
psychopathology of different populations in today’s growing cultural and 
ethnically diverse society. Today’s democratic society is marked by growth 
in international immigration to the United States as well as by the growth of 
 various ethnic and cultural populations already here.

Regan and Sussie have assembled a stellar group of authors who introduce 
some of the most current and relevant content in this book. I am sure it will 
become a major resource promoting the study of diversity in psychology 
programs and curricula. The co-authors are clearly committed to multicultural 
competence and to a curriculum that addresses issues of cultural and ethnic 
diversity. This commitment is critical for all students preparing to provide direct 
services as mental health professionals.

If our eyes are wide open to appreciating cultural and ethnic differences we 
will have a much deeper reach into the profession of mental health service 
delivery. I wish Culture and Mental Health had been available during my time 
as a graduate student. I think I could have really tipped the world of mental 
health on its edge much earlier in my career when working with those cultur-
ally diverse populations in Canada and providing training to my psychology 
students. Don’t miss this opportunity to strengthen your skills, the training of 
students and your cultural understanding through the book that Gurung and 
Eshun have so ably edited. To borrow a poignant statement from chapter 
author Prasadarao: “Mental illness is of concern to people across the globe.” 
Let’s be prepared to meet the challenge by embracing the profound content of 
this book.

A. Toy Caldwell-Colbert, PhD, ABPP
Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs and Professor Psychology

Central State University
Wilberforce, Ohio

Foreword xv
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Preface

You either picked this book because of personal interest in the topic or it was 
assigned by your professor for a particular course. Whatever the reason might 
be, it is very likely that you have some basic, but crucial questions, such as, 
“What is culture?” or “Does culture really influence our perceptions about 
mental health?” or “Is the role of culture in health merely a politically correct 
movement?” This book addresses these questions, but also goes beyond these 
questions and takes a critical look at the research pertaining to some common 
psychological disorders and conditions, such as depression, anxiety, suicide, 
and post-traumatic stress disorders. What is culture? Before we proceed to offer 
various definitions consider the following scenario:

Mrs B just lost her 14-year-old son. Her son was a healthy athlete who 
died out of the blue without any obvious cause such as an illness or an 
automobile accident. She is very distraught, cries constantly, feels help-
less, and is scared about the uncertainties of the future. During the 
funeral, it is apparent that her pain is unbearable. She is surrounded by 
her husband, immediate family, and many relatives, as well as friends 
and neighbors, who are doing their best to support and comfort her 
while she endures this indescribably difficult experience. As she returns 
from the cemetery, where she faced the finality and reality of actual sep-
aration from her son, she bursts out in tears, wailing and crying hysteri-
cally. Just when she begins to wail, an older (or should we say more 
mature) relative comes over and puts her arm around Mrs B to comfort 
her, but she also keeps repeating in a firm emphatic tone … “it is a 
taboo to go back home wailing and crying … you cannot let the other 
children see you in this state … all of the crying ends right here at the 
cemetery … you need to stop crying now.” After a few minutes, Mrs B 
reluctantly whispers, “OK” and stops wailing, although she continues 
to weep silently.
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What are your reactions after reading this story? You probably had some 
questions, such as, what is a taboo and who decides what constitutes a taboo 
or who is the older relative and what right does she have to say what she said 
to Mrs B? Furthermore, from a mental health viewpoint you are probably 
thinking it is unhealthy for the older relative to discourage Mrs. B from express-
ing her true feelings and pain after the burial. After all, there is quite an exten-
sive body of literature that suggests that it is better to express such emotions 
in a safe environment. Is Mrs B likely to develop a psychological disorder … 
perhaps depression, anxiety, adjustment or acute stress disorder? All of these 
questions and concerns are valid. The question and main focus of this book is 
would Mrs B’s disposition be any different if you were told that she is of Latin, 
African, or Eastern European descent?

Overall epidemiological, clinical, and other studies suggest a “moderate 
but not unlimited impact of cultural factors” on mental health (Draguns, 
1997). This implies that accurate evaluation and diagnoses of psychological 
disorders within the bounds of culture is crucial for appropriate and effective 
treatment and intervention (Arrindell, 2003). However, in spite of efforts in 
the field of counseling/clinical psychology to include or emphasize cultural 
influences on psychopathology in our traditional training programs, we are 
still limited in the depth and breadth of material available. Arrindell (2003) 
reviewed published papers in some leading psychiatric journals over a two-
year period and noted a substantial underrepresentation of articles and studies 
from the non-western world. This is interesting because although most of the 
data from which psychological theories and concepts have been developed 
are from samples from western industrialized nations, it is estimated that 
approxi mately 70 percent of the world’s population lives in non-western 
nations (Triandis, 1996).

The key pedagogical goals of this book are to examine how the areas of 
mental health can be studied from and vary according to different cultural per-
spectives. We introduce the main topics and issues in the area of mental health 
using culture as the focus. The book is specifically designed to help the reader 
understand (a) the extent to which mental health is culture-specific; (b) the 
meaning of “culture,” and (c) how elements of mental health (symptom recog-
nition, reporting, prevalence, and treatment) vary across cultures both within 
the United States and across the world.

Interest in the field of mental health and in health care in general has grown 
exponentially. Close to 1000 out of the approximately 1500 four-year colleges 
in America today offer undergraduate programs in the health professions, and 
every psychology department has at least one course on mental health or coun-
seling. A majority of psychology majors (the second most common major in 
America) want to be counseling psychologists. This interest in the field is 
matched by a growing number of books written for the area. Although this 
variety of texts provides a good introduction to the theoretical and applied 
aspects of the field, few directly address the influence of culture (see Kazarian 
and Evans, 1998, for a notable, though now somewhat outdated example, and 

xviii Preface

9781405169837_3_posttoc.indd   xviii9781405169837_3_posttoc.indd   xviii 10/17/2008   12:40:20 PM10/17/2008   12:40:20 PM



 

Castillo, 1997). A cursory review of university catalogues shows that courses 
dealing with mental health and culture are now also on the rise. This increase 
in “multicultural mental health” courses corresponds to the areas of culture 
(especially gender and socioeconomic status) that are “hot topics” in the field 
of psychology. Similarly, even syllabi for counseling psychology courses at the 
undergraduate level show an increased emphasis on sociocultural issues and 
culture more broadly defined.

This book on the cultural issues in mental health will satisfy a growing need. 
The book is intended as a core text for upper level undergraduate courses in 
Multicultural Counseling Psychology courses or as a supplement to courses 
in Counseling Psychology, Medical Anthropology/Sociology, Cultural Psy cho-
logy, Health Care, or culture-oriented courses in other Psychology courses. 
The book will also serve graduate psychopathology courses, and clinical 
practitioners.

The goal of this book is to address issues of cultural influences from the per-
spective of the client as well as the therapist. Each chapter emphasizes issues 
that pertain to conceptualization, perception, health-seeking behaviors, assess-
ment, diagnosis, and treatment in the context of cultural variations. We begin 
with an introductory chapter discussing the role of culture in mental illness and 
also highlighting the widely used DSM-IV-TR categorization of culture-bound 
syndromes (Chapter 1, Eshun & Gurung). This chapter is followed by a series 
of chapters that discuss issues applicable to a variety of mental health issues. 
Chapter 2 (Green) reviews and actively encourages the reader to consider issues 
related to reliability, validity and standardization of commonly used psycho-
logical assessment instruments among different cultural groups. Chapters 3 
(Gurung & Roethel) and 4 (Eshun & Kelley) discuss the role of stress in  general 
and work stress in particular as they both relate to culture. Chapter 5 (Chang) 
focuses on the topic of pain discussing culture-specific issues. Chapter 6 
(Priester, Khalili, & Luvathingal) provides a discussion on the role of religion in 
mental health. We then move to look at a bigger picture, focusing on psycho-
therapy in a culturally diverse world (Chapter 7, Johnson, Bastien, & Herschel), 
and to an international perspective on mental health (Chapter 8, Prasadarao).

From the general, we focus in on specific disorders. The chapters on mood 
disorders (Chapter 9, Eshun & Calbert), anxiety disorders (Chapter 10, Rego), 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (Chapter 11, Yeomans & Forman), and psy-
chotic disorders (Chapter 12, Vespia) offer a critical review of cultural differences 
and/or similarities in the symptoms reported, with consideration of possibility 
of misdiagnosing mental illness among people who focus on specific symptoms 
(e.g., somatic) and less on others for varying reasons. Finally, we close with 
chapters on eating disorders (Chapter 13, Markey Hood, Gibbons, & Vander Wal) 
and suicide (Chapter 14, Lester).

By the time you get to the end of this book you should be struck by how 
important culture is and the differences across cultural groups. We often see 
texts treating culture as a minor factor relegating it to a paragraph here and 
there, often tacked on to the end of each chapter. Culture is way too important 
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for that, something that motivated us to compile this volume. You are about to 
be exposed to how culture influences critical issues and topics in clinical 
psychology. We hope you find it compelling, and useful.

Sussie Eshun and Regan A. R. Gurung
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