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Mental Illness Perceptions In The Somali Community In Melbourne

Dr Marion Bailes, Masters student, A/Prof Harry Minas, A/Prof Steven Klimidis, Centre for International Mental Health
There is evidence that Somali refugees settled in Western countries have low rates of access to mental health services (Carrin 2003; McCrone, Bhui et al. 2005). Aden et al (2001) found that Somali people in Melbourne cited communication difficulties, cultural differences and cultural misunderstandings as barriers to accessing health services of all kinds (Aden, Khallif et al. 2001) while Ssali states that many African women in Australia do not use available services because of the services’ lack of sensitivity and cultural understanding (Ssali 1998). Very few researchers either in Australia or elsewhere have looked in depth at the culturally-shaped understandings of mental illness held by the Somali community. 

By the use of focus groups and individual interviews we have explored mental illness concepts and attitudes held by the Somali community in Melbourne, and the relationship between these and help seeking for mental and emotional problems. We discovered that different ways of categorising mental health problems are used by this group, in comparison to Australian mainstream health providers.  Difficulties prior and subsequent to their forced migration from Somalia were perceived to be major causes of distress. Concepts about causes and treatment for mental health problems are evidently strongly influenced by Islamic beliefs and traditional African ideas. It was found that many of the participants felt that health services were inappropriate for some mental health problems, as these situations were viewed more as social or spiritual problems than illnesses. Some participants expressed discomfort or unfamiliarity with the use of medication for mental or emotional problems.

Our research aims to work toward a dialogue between the emerging Somali community and mainstream Australian service providers so that emotional and mental health problems within this group can be addressed in culturally appropriate ways.
Aden, S., A. Khallif, et al. (2001). From Somalia to Banyule/Darebin: A  Collaborative Research Project into the Views, Experiences and Suggestions of Somali  People Living in North-East Melbourne, Banyule Community Health Service, Australian Somali Society, N E Valley Division of General Practice: 41.

Carrin, D. (2003). Somali Working Party Background Document. Melbourne: Background document for work of Somali Working Party.

McCrone, P., K. Bhui, et al. (2005). "Mental health needs, service use and costs among Somali refugees in the UK." Acta Psychiatr Scand 111: 351-357.

Ssali, T. S. (1998). "Best practice in promoting mental well-being amongst horn of Africa refugee women and youth." Migration Action xx(1): 19-28.


***

SECOND GENERATION MIGRANTS AND THE ACCULTURATION PROCESS: AN EXPLORATION OF CULTURAL IDENTITY, LANGUAGE USE AND SOCIAL CONTEXT IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE BI-CULTURAL SELF

Sylvia Collinetti, (MA Couns Psych), Bilingual Case Manager, North West Area Mental Health Service & Prof. E. Kashima, Swinburne University.
The present research investigated the maintenance of the language of origin in second-generation migrants in Melbourne, Australia, and its links with their cultural identity, cultural worldview, and their self-esteem.  Participants (n =50) were classified into a language maintenance group (LMG, who use their heritage language with their parents more than 20% of the time) and a language non-maintenance (NMG, who use their heritage language with parents less than 20% of the time), and their context-specific cultural identity (at work/school and at home), context-specific self-perceived assertiveness and agency, endorsement of cultural values, and self-esteem were compared.  Data were collected by using semi-structured, face-to-face interviews, as well as questionnaires, and were analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively.  The results indicated the cultural identity was context dependent for both the LMG and the NMG; however, for the LMG the Australian identity and the ethnic identity were more independent of one another, whereas for NMG they were more negatively correlated.  In addition and as expected, the LMG, relative to the NMG, held more strongly the value of Traditionalism, and perceived the self to be less assertive when at home.  Self-esteem did not differ between the LMG and NMG.  The study also supported the usefulness in combining both a quantitative and qualitative analysis for a more in-depth understanding of the link between language, cultural identity, and cultural maintenance.  Finally, implications for the multicultural counsellor are discussed in terms of the bi-lingual and bi-cultural individuals who have integrated two worldviews.

***

DEPRESSION AND THE POLISH COMMUNITY

Ms Elizabeth Drozd, CEO, Australian-Polish Community Services, Ms Elizabeth Szczepanska and Ms Monika Wiench

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first time that a survey regarding the understanding and prevalence of depression has been conducted within the Polish community in Australia.  Staff from the Australian-Polish Community Services undertook this initiative to develop a better understanding of this illness, particularly in view of the fact that it will become the second largest health issue in the next 20 years.  Further, the particular characteristics of the Polish community due to its migration history eg. the large number refugees and of older persons in our community, was an additional factor, which contributed to the final decision of conducting this needed and important study. Data collection was done on a voluntary basis as no funding was available for this study and two experienced Polish-speaking psychologists analysed the data.  

The survey consisted of 21 questions incl. socio-demographic data eg. age, gender, education, year of arrival in Australia, as well as questions which examined self-awareness in relation to symptoms of depression by using a translated  A.T Beck Depression Inventory BDII.  The survey also collected data with regards participants’ knowledge and evaluation of existing mental health services.

The study resulted indicated that 32 per cent of the participants self-identified as having depression and 11 per cent stated that they have had suicidal thoughts either often or sometimes. 

Further, study results showed that understanding depression in the Polish community is limited.  For example, 21 per cent stated that it is an illness and 78 per cent described it as a ‘bad state of mind’.  Amongst those with extreme misunderstanding of depression, the following comments were made: “Depression can be described as stupidity and a weakness of personality.”,  “Depression is the result of bad long-term eating habits, lack of minerals, bad digestion, all resulting in hyperacidity.”  

The study relates to one ethnic community, however, its methodology can be easily adopted to other culturally and linguistically diverse communities in Victoria and Australia. 

Finally, the study report concludes with a set of recommendations.  

***

THE EFFECTS OF IMMIGRATION AND RESETTLEMENT ON THE MENTAL HEALTH OF SOUTH-ASIAN COMMUNITIES IN MELBOURNE

Dr Ahmed Mujibur Rahman Munib, PhD candidate, Centre for International Mental Health and Department of Psychiatry, University of Melbourne

The association of psychiatric morbidity with immigration and resettlement in a new country has been extensively debated in the scientific literature. However, few studies describe the in-depth experiences that migrants encounter and the consequent adverse impact on psychological well-being. This research project explores the relationship between immigration experiences and mental health issues within Bangladeshi and Indian immigrants settled in metropolitan Melbourne, Australia. The researcher conducted individual in-depth interviews with 38 participants from the South-Asian community and examines personal accounts of coping, adjustment and acculturation in a foreign society and the effect on mental health. 

This study investigates common coping strategies and psychosocial protective mechanisms and also explores factors relevant to both successful and unsuccessful resettlement and their effect on psychological well-being. Over a six-month period, the researcher interviewed Indian and Bangladeshi-born adult Australian citizens/permanent residents settled in Melbourne, with the assistance of South-Asian community associations in Melbourne. The organizations providing support were the “Bangladesh Samity” and the “Federation of Indian Associations of Victoria”. The in-depth interviews were conducted with a qualitative approach, with the focus on immigration experiences and mental health concerns as the principal phenomena to be examined. The researcher believes that a qualitative phenomenological design is more appropriate for exploring the personal experiences and stories of South-Asian migrants, and the psychological consequences of resettlement in a new society. 

An assessment of the personal stories of the participants indicate that lack of recognition of professional skills, inadequate English language competency, perceived discrimination, experiences of racism, feelings of cultural uprooting, social detachment, emotional isolation and alienation contribute to psychological distress, difficulties in adjustment to life in Australia and in some cases, repatriation to the country of origin. Consequently, the presence of co-ethnic communities, social networking and family cohesion, upholding of religious and traditional cultural norms and values, promote gradual acclimatization and successful resettlement in the host country.

The researcher intends to highlight some of these unique stories and focus on applicable solutions and intervention strategies, both at the individual and community levels.

***

The Effects of Migrant Status, Refugee Camp Experiences

and Age at Arrival on the Behaviour and Functioning of Young Refugees and Migrants

Sarah Murgia (MA Clin Psych), & Professor Trang Thomas, School of Health Sciences, Division of Psychology, RMIT University
A vast amount of research has investigated the effects of pre- and post-migration experiences and stressors on the psychosocial development and mental well-being of refugee children and adolescents (Rousseau, 1995; Sinnerbrink, Silove, Field, Steel, & Manicavasagar, 1997). To date, research with young refugees has focused primarily on identifying the predictors of psychopathological symptoms, including internalising and externalising behavioural problems (Lopes Cardozo, Talley, Burton, & Crawford, in press; Mollica, Poole, Son, Murray, & Tor, 1997). These predictors include pre-migration experiences, such as time spent in refugee camps (Adjuković & Adjuković, 1993), and post-migration experiences, such as the process of integration into an unfamiliar society (Rumbaut, 1991). In addition, individual characteristics, such as age at migration (Mghir, Freed, Raskin, & Katon, 1995) may influence young people’s capacity for coping with past and present experiences.  

This study investigated internalising and externalising behavioural problems and perceived self-competence in a sample of 51 refugees, migrants and Australian-born adolescents from four ethnic groups (Albanian-Kosovar, Serbian-Bosnian, Kurdish, and Chaldean-Assyrian). Migrant status, refugee camp experiences and age at arrival to Australia served as independent variables. Migrant status and camp experiences were not significantly related to behavioural problems. Adolescent refugees with camp experiences perceived themselves as less competent overall, and longer stays in camps significantly predicted poorer perceptions of self-competence. A trend was found between older age at arrival and higher depressive symptom levels. Older age at arrival was significantly related to poorer overall competence. The findings suggest that refugee status is not inevitably linked to poorer behaviour and functioning in this population, however refugee camp experiences may have a detrimental long-term effect on young people’s functioning. The distinction between refugees and migrants may not always be useful for research purposes, as pre- and post-migration trauma and acculturation difficulties are common to both groups. Research should therefore focus on the relationships between psychological adjustment, ease of acculturation, and everyday life functioning, particularly for refugees and migrants arriving in late adolescence. 

***

CULTURAL DIVERSITY AND MENTAL HEALTH: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LEISURE EXPERIENCES AND WELLBEING IN AN AGEING ITALIAN COMMUNITY IN AUSTRALIA.

Robert Pereira, Bachelor of Occupational Therapy (Honours) Candidate, Matthew Ebden, & A/Prof Karen Stagnitti, Occupational Science and Therapy Program, Faculty of Health and Behavioural Sciences, School of Health and Social Development, Deakin University.

One of the population health implications for Australia’s ageing population is that a larger proportion of the Australian community will be retired and have more time for leisure pursuits. Meaningful leisure activities for this group are thought to be a factor in promoting positive mental health. However, a search of health literature revealed a paucity of research on how older adults make use of their leisure time, what meaning these pursuits have to them, and whether their chosen leisure activities are health enhancing and promote wellbeing. Australia’s population is diverse with many cultures represented. As the population ages, mental health workers will be called upon to provide culturally-appropriate mental health services to clients from a range of ethnic groups. Literature on how people of culturally diverse backgrounds understood leisure activities was also limited. This paper reports on a study carried out in an Italian community in a large regional centre. The participants were selected based on the following criteria; aged 65 years and over, independently living in the community, ambulant, and retired from paid workforce. This study explored how a well-elderly group from an ethnic community derived meaning from their leisure activities and how this impacted on their mental health. Establishing the relationship between leisure and mental health in an ageing ethnic community is important because it sheds light on potential intervention strategies that can be used to maintain the mental health of people living independently in the community. Participants were interviewed using semi-structured questions about their perceptions of leisure, the meanings they derived from these activities, and the impact of these activities on their health.  A focus group was also held to add trustworthiness to the data. Themes arising from the interviews and focus group will be related to the participants’ sense of health. Results also reveal how older Italians engaged in leisure occupations. Implications of the research findings will be directed towards mental health practice with older ethnic clients in community settings. The promotion of healthy lifestyles and positive mental health for Australia’s ageing population will also be discussed.

***

THE MENTAL HEALTH OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES

Professor Trang Thomas, Dr Sophia Xenos, Diana Summers, Ivan Mathieson, & Naomi Thomas, Division of Psychology, RMIT University

Offering tertiary courses to international students is a large and growing industry in Australia. In addition to academic pressures and the need to live away from their families, international students also have to adapt to a foreign culture. This paper reports on three studies conducted at RMIT University investigating the behaviour and welfare of international students. 

The first study investigated the students’ life in Melbourne, psychological well-being, family cohesion, self-esteem, and their decisions about coming to Australia. The data suggests that personal characteristics and circumstances concerning coming to Australia, rather than factors in the new environment, were influential factors in the adaptation of international students. High levels of adaptation are particularly associated with strong family cohesion, high self-esteem and happiness about the original decision to come to Australia. 

The second study compared two groups of Australian and international students. Results indicate that international students have fewer positive attitudes toward seeking help, have higher levels of suicidal ideation, somatic complaints, and higher levels of obsessive compulsive and psychotic symptoms. 

The third study investigated the impact of cultural background and cognitive distortions on the gambling behaviour (participation, gambling diversity and expenditure) of international students and their risk of becoming problem gamblers.  The data reveals that approximately 18 percent of students are at risk of problem gambling, with a significantly greater proportion of at risk students being of Chinese background than non-Chinese. Chinese male students and Chinese students from Hong Kong were most at risk. Students’ perceived control over gambling was also significantly associated with increased gambling behaviours. Problem gambling was also significantly predicted by the need to win money.  Overall, this study highlights the impact of cognitive distortions and cultures on the risk of international students becoming problem gamblers.   

Finally, the paper discusses the need for future research into the mental health of international students.

***

CULTURAL VARIATION IN PATHWAYS TO DEPRESSION: THE ROLE OF SELF-CONSCIOUS EMOTIONS AND SELF-CONCEPT

Shaun Watson, Sean MacDermott, A/Prof Eleonora Gullone, A/Prof Neville King, & Prof. Bruce Tonge, School of Psychology, Psychiatry, and Psychological Medicine, Monash University.

Cultural variation in depression has received a considerable amount of research interest, however rates of depression are increasing globally, and it is still sobering to realise how little is known about depression across cultures. Sadly, this is particularly true for the development of depression in children and adolescents. It has been argued that the self-conscious emotions, also known as the moral emotions, are critical to understanding the development of depression. These emotions (e.g., shame, guilt, empathy) have the self as their primary focus, yet can only be understood from their interpersonal or social context. The development of the self-conscious emotions is largely dependent upon socialisation practices and these emotions are, therefore, believed to be susceptible to cultural variation. In addition, by highlighting the self in the interpersonal context, the self-conscious emotions bring into focus those aspects of the self which are known to vary across cultures. The construction of self is argued to differ across cultures with the degree to which individuals sees themselves as either independent of others, or interdependent with others, and as such, is pertinent to the study of the self-conscious emotions. The function, therefore, of the self-conscious emotions, how they are regulated, the impact of differing self-concepts, and consequences of these emotions with regard to the development of depression, may depend on one’s cultural background. To investigate any such variation, 1397 students (Female=773; Male=624) aged 7-16 (M=12.09; SD=1.60) were recruited from primary and secondary schools in Melbourne.  Participants completed measures of self-conscious emotions (shame, guilt, empathy), self-concept, depressive symptomatology, parenting styles and emotion regulation. Differences in the sample based on participants’ cultural background were investigated, with a focus on comparing a sub-sample of participants with an Australian background to a sub-sample of participants with a Vietnamese background. Univariate statistics revealed differences between the groups as expected based in past research, although somewhat unexpectedly no differences in the rates of depressive symptomatology between the Vietnamese and Australian samples was found. Multivariate analyses were conducted to explore the relative importance of the independent variables in predicting depression, and variations between the groups consistent with theoretical differences were found. The implications and relevance of these findings will be discussed. 

***
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