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Cultural issues & cultural diversity

• Cultural heritage, religious beliefs, social norms shape attitudes 
toward health, illness, and death.  

• Across cultures, the universal fear of disease is caused by the 
fear of death, debility and pain. 

• Societies place different emphases on issues surrounding health, 
death and dying.  

• This cultural diversity has profound effects on psychosocial care 
of patients.

• Problems arise from cultural &/or racial differences between 
staff and patients.
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Culture in Medical Care

• Patients belonging to a particular cultural group may sense that the 
health team is acting with an unfamiliar set of norms, while the 
health team professionals most likely are unaware of their “peculiar” 
behavior. 

• Negotiating a mutually acceptable approach to care can be 
particularly challenging 

• Cultural assessments & sensitivity important to appreciate in 
international volunteering
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Role of culture in mental illness

• Prevention and promotion of mental health

• Epidemiology of disorders across cultures

• Presentation of symptoms

• Presentation of disorders

• Management/ treatment / help seeking

• Outcome
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• Role of culture in distribution of mental health problems

• Role of culture in cause of mental health problems – culture 

shock, acculturation, paranoia

• Cultural defence mechanisms and resilience
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Multiple interactions between culture and 
psychiatric disorders

• Culture in presentation of symptoms of mental illness

• Culture and substance use, alcoholism, sexuality

• Culture and outcome of schizophrenia, OCD, BPAD

• Culture specific symptoms, expression, communication and 

experience

• Culture specific disorders, culture bound syndrome
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Cultural sensitivity and competence

1. Understand the concept of culture and how it can influence:
• Human behaviour

• Interpretations of that behaviour

• Evaluations of that behaviour

2. Have an openness/willingness to identify & explore one’s own:
• Cultural base or bias (values, beliefs and attitudes)

• Emotions and thoughts generated by intercultural interactions

3. Have an openness/willingness to explore the same things from the 
perspective of people from diverse cultures

4. Have the ability to identify useful and culturally appropriate 
strategies for working with people from diverse cultural backgrounds
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Cultural competence requires

1. Sensitivity about cultural background and issues

2. Knowledge about cultural aspects, traditions, social norms

3. Empathy about cultural behaviours and attitudes

4. Culturally appropriate Interactions

5. Respect cultures and diversity

6. Cultural Awareness (own)

7. Not to impose one’s own cultural beliefs on to others
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Cultural domains of assessment of mental 
health

1. Cultural definition of the problem 

2. Cultural perceptions of cause, context and support 

3. Cultural factors affecting coping and past help seeking

4. Cultural factors affecting current help seeking  

5. Making a cultural formulation
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Cultural clinical formulation:

• Understand cultural identity and background  of the individual

• Find out beliefs, traditions and values of the person and family

• Symptoms should be understood in the cultural context

• Relationship with the environment

• Cultural reinforcing factors

• Distress due to the problems

• Explanations for the distress, especially cultural

• Shared understanding of the problems

• Shared plan for addressing the problems

• The nature of the interaction in the cultural context
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Cultural influences on treatment of mental health 
conditions

• Mental health resources are scarce in some countries

• If treatment is available, is the treatment offered in accordance to the 

expectations ? 

Other factors, like

• Gender of the doctor, 

• examination of the patient, 

• type of treatment and need for hospitalization

• seriousness of the situation / condition
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Implications for international volunteering

• Immigration & Globalization

• Knowledge of persons cultural background can improve psychosocial 
care 

• Quality of Life measures should be culturally relevant

• Need for volunteers to have cultural sensitivity & competence

• Respect for cultural norms, preferences, taboos and traditions of the 
patient.

• Making a cultural formulation in clinical practice
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Conclusions

• Promoting cultural awareness and cultural competence among 
healthcare professionals should improve their confidence and skills in 
providing comprehensive care for patients and families from different 
backgrounds.

• Cultural competence is relevant not only with volunteering but all 
aspects of mental health care and psychiatry, and thus should be 
interest for other faculties and sections of the College.

• Attempts should be made to enable all clinicians to consider culture 
at all times

• Culture also has a good overlap with spirituality and philosophy
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In the end
• It is crucial for international volunteers and other healthcare providers 

to recognize the influence of cultural factors and be able to provide 
culturally sensitive  care for patients and their caregivers.

• Effective culturally sensitive communication provides satisfaction to the 
health professionals, patients and their families. 

• Use strengths of culture instead of considering it as a hindrance.

• Training about culture and cultural competence is essential for 
psychiatrists.

• The Transcultural SIG aims to 
• Help in training on cultural sensitivity and cultural competence
• Working with other faculties and special interest groups to develop and 

implement culture sensitive interventions
• Help to collate interventions that work across cultures
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