Understanding Immigrant Mental Health & Acculturation Challenges

Immigration is more than just a change in geography—it's a profound shift in identity,
belonging, and daily life. For many immigrants, the journey is marked by hope and resilience,
but also by loss, isolation, cultural adjustment, and pressure to succeed. These experiences can
take a toll on mental health, often in quiet and unseen ways. As such they are at increased risk
of underrecognized and undertreated mental health challenges. As frontline professionals,
physicians play a crucial role in early detection, validation, and referral for support.

Key Mental Health & Acculturation Challenges

Based on current immigrant psychology research and Reiman’s work, immigrants often present
with:

¢ Acculturative Stress: Conflict between heritage and host cultures, fear of losing identity,
or pressure to assimilate.

e Cultural Bereavement: Grief over loss of homeland, traditions, language, and status.

e Somatic Symptoms: Physical expressions of psychological distress due to stigma or lack
of mental health vocabulary.

e Intergenerational Tension: Gaps between children’s faster cultural adaptation and
parents' traditional values.

e Trauma & Displacement: Pre-migration violence, asylum journeys, or systemic
discrimination post-arrival.

Immigrants may not use the language of “anxiety” or “depression,” but may report chronic
fatigue, stomach pain, memory issues, or heart palpitations.

What You Can Do as a Physician
Screen Compassionately & Holistically

Use tools like the PHQ-9, GAD-7, or RHS-15 (Refugee Health Screener) alongside open-ended,
culturally sensitive questions:

e “How are you sleeping since your move?”
e “Are there worries that keep you up at night?”

e “What do you miss most from home?”



¢ “Do you feel connected to your community here?”

Be aware that mental health stigma may cause patients to downplay symptoms or only present
once distress is severe.

Recognize Cultural Idioms of Distress
In Reiman’s words, “Distress in immigrant communities often wears a cultural mask.”
e Some cultures express emotional suffering as physical pain.
e Others may interpret psychological distress as spiritual imbalance or moral weakness.

o Working excessively or taking on multiple jobs to cope with anxiety or guilt and driven by
pressure to “make it” or provide for family back home.

o Distress may manifest as short temper, control, or impatience, especially in adults under
pressure.

Acknowledge and validate these expressions without pathologizing them. Ask: “In your culture,
how would someone talk about feeling overwhelmed or sad?”

Principles for Culturally-Informed Care
Cultural Humility Over Cultural Competence

Rather than assuming knowledge of a cultural group, approach each patient as the expert of
their own story. Build rapport through curiosity:

¢ “What would you like me to understand about your background?”
o “What helps you feel well or strong?”
Strengths-Based Framing
Highlight their resilience:
e Surviving migration
e Learning a new language
e Supporting family across borders
“Dignity and agency are powerful therapeutic tools.”

Support Bicultural Identity Integration



Immigrants often feel torn between staying true to their roots and adapting to their new
environment. Support a “both/and” narrative. Encourage retaining meaningful traditions while
also embracing elements of the new culture that bring opportunity and joy. Validate identity
confusion as normal in the acculturation process.

When & Where to Refer

Refer to mental health professionals who are trained in trauma-informed, culturally responsive
care. Whenever possible, connect patients with:

e Practitioners who speak their language or share cultural background
e Community health centres with newcomer supports
o Peer-led support groups or ethnocultural wellness networks

See yourself as bridges—not gatekeepers—between medical and psychological well-being.

For Collaborative Care Teams
When working with mental health professionals:
e Share cultural context, observed symptoms, and patient concerns.
e Coordinate care around the patient’s core values (e.g., family, religion, community ties).

¢ Include interpreters where appropriate.

Takeaway for Physicians

“Immigrant patients are navigating invisible terrain—the loss of familiar ground, the weight of
survival, and the pressure to succeed. Your empathy, patience, and clinical awareness can be a
turning point.” — Joachim O. F. Reiman



