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Mental Health in 
East African 
Communities

Early Childhood Mental Health Conference                            September 15, 2018

Learning Objectives
● Identify key characteristics of the East 

Africa region and countries represented 
within San Diego immigrant and refugee 
communities

● Identify types and impacts of trauma on 
East African immigrant and refugee 
communities in SD

● Provide examples of challenges and 
barriers

● Provide examples of culturally competent 
and best practice approaches
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Presenters/Panelists

Gebaynesh Gashaw-Gant, PhD

Alem Yemane, MA

Awichu Akwayna

Agazit Teclai, BS

East African Refugees in San Diego

◻ Approximately 30,000 
East Africans are in 
San Diego County
⬜ ~15,00 are Somali
⬜ Other countries 

include:  
■ Ethiopia
■ Eritrea
■ Uganda
■ Rwanda
■ Kenya
■ Djibouti



9th Annual Early Childhood Mental Health 
Conference – We Can’t Wait!

A-3 Dr. Gashaw-Gant © 2018
3

Terms and definitions

◻ Migrant
◻ Asylum Seeker
◻ Refugees
◻ Family Reunification

Migration and Resettlement

There is a distinction to be made 
between these three categories: 

◻ Migrants
◻ Refugees
◻ Asylum Seekers
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Challenges and Barriers
◻ Culture Shock

◻ Cultural Nuances

◻ Language

◻ Inequities

⬜ In Resettlement

⬜ Family Structure

⬜ Community Structure

◻ Disruption of Family Dynamics
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Barriers to Service

◻ Cultural Concepts and Beliefs
⬜ Stigma
⬜ Shame

◻ Cultural misunderstandings
◻ Unfamiliarity with western concepts
◻ Acculturation level
◻ Mistrust of service providers
◻ Understanding level

Goal of understanding for effective intervention

◻ Cultural manifestation of illness
⬜ Symptom expression
⬜ Misunderstanding by Western biomedical 

practitioners'
◻ Cultural value and practices

⬜ Underlying values
⬜ Traditional
⬜ Cultural influences

◻ Challenge of acknowledging and incorporating
◻ Translation

⬜ Hidden pitfalls
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Perceptions of Behavioral Health and
Impact of Trauma

The biggest issues that are seen in East African 
communities are: 

1. Inadequate services
2. Cross-cultural barriers
3. Behavioral challenges
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Learning Points

◻ A keen understanding of the immigrant/Refugee 
population culture

◻ Mitigate cross cultural misunderstandings
◻ Use of Biopsychosocial model of analysis
◻ Use of culturally appropriate context
◻ understanding cultural nuance

⬜ Roles
⬜ Etiquette
⬜ Relational

Affective Barriers

◻ Stigma, shame, or mistrust of health 
professionals

◻ Belief that behavioral health challenges are 
spiritual, religious, or moral issues

◻ Mistrust of the medical community can also 
influence perceptions of behavioral 
diagnoses and impede effective treatment
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Value Orientation Barriers to Behavioral 
Health

◻ Collectivist goals versus individual needs 
can impede behavioral health diagnosis and 
treatment

◻ Within traditional practices, individuals 
often seek help for behavioral challenges 
from their community - family, church, and 
traditional healers.

Structural Barriers
East African communities often face physical 
or structural barriers to behavioral health 
diagnoses and treatment such as: 

◻ Inadequate health insurance
◻ Inadequate translation
◻ Lack of English proficiency
◻ Lengthy resettlement period
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Trauma in Refugee Children and 
Adolescents

◻ Symptoms of trauma in children include: body 
aches, excessive crying, trouble managing 
emotions/behaviors, lack of desire to play

◻ Pressure to maintain culture and fit in with 
peers

◻ Exposure to traumatic events has a profound 
and lasting effect on their daily functioning

Trauma and Interference with 
Learning, Refugee Children

◻ Struggle to adjust-some refugee children may 
struggle to adjust after an extended period of 
instability

◻ Identify trauma-related behaviors-it can be 
challenging to identify trauma related 
behaviors in refugee children at school

◻ Disruptive behaviors-may be misinterpreted, 
cultural barriers can impede effective 
intervention



9th Annual Early Childhood Mental Health 
Conference – We Can’t Wait!

A-3 Dr. Gashaw-Gant © 2018
10

Trauma in Refugee Adults

◻ Most reported behavioral health challenges 
include depression and PTSD

◻ Older adults especially vulnerable due to 
isolation and difficulty adjusting

◻ Access formal supports at lower rates and rely 
on traditional healers and remedies

Common Approaches

● How different is that culture from your 
own?

● Local strengths
● Integration
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Community Input Regarding Best Practices

◻ Helpful for coping with illness and disease
⬜ Religion
⬜ Social support
⬜ Traditional medicine

◻ Best practices for sharing health information
⬜ Communication happens orally atr social 

gatherings
⬜ Compliance with treatment if another east 

african vouches for the health care practice

Thank you


