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Abstract
This research addressed the causal beliefs about, and the help seeking preferences

for depression, held by 676 Chinese lay people from four distinct groups
(university, urban, rural and clinical), as well as the causal beliefs about
depression held by 98 Chinese health care professionals. The influence of factors
such as levels of depressive symptoms and clinical status on causal beliefs and
help seeking preferences was also examined. The results indicated that the
Chinese lay people and health care professionals surveyed in this study hold
similar and sophisticated psychosocial causal theories of depression that resemble
those held in the “West’, and that, in general, Chinese lay people favour

psychosocial interventions and self-help in overcoming depression.

A factor analysis of the 26 causal attributions studied revealed seven clearly
interpretable factors. These ‘Causal Factors’ were labelled; Biological/fartalistic,
Environmental stress—downtrodden, Family problems, ‘Lacks Inner Resources’,
Negative—depressing  influences,  Unfulfilled  Aspirations and Poor
Health/Environment. The Causal Factors receiving the highest endorsements in
the aetology of depression were ZLacks Inner Resources and ‘Family
problems’. A factor analysis of the 16 help seeking alternatives studied revealed
four clearly interpretable factors. These ‘Help Seeking Factors’ were labelled;
Traditional/Western medical, Supernatural/folk, Social support/self-help and
Mental health professional. The Help Seeking Factors receiving the highest
endorsements were ‘Social support/self-help’ and “Mental Health Professional’.
Strong positive correlations were found between the Causal Factors
‘Biological/fatalistic’ and ‘Poor Health/Environment’ and the Help Seeking
Factors “Traditional/Western medical’ and ‘Supernatural/folk’.
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There was also a significant effect of the level of depressive symptoms and
clinical status (whether or not subjects were in treatment for depression) on
subjects’ ratings of both causal beliefs and help seeking preferences. Weak, but
statistically significant, correlations were found betwéen the severity of
depressive symptoms and the ‘Supernatural/folk’ and the ‘Traditional/Western
medical’ help seeking factors. A moderate and negative correlation was found to
exist berween clinical status and the ‘Family problems’ causal factor. Clinical
status was moderately and posituvely correlated with the Mental health
professional and Traditional/Western medical help seeking factor.

The results are discussed with respect to understanding the nature and impact of
causal models of depression on help seeking with a view to better targeting of

interventions for depressed Chinese people.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

For the thing which
I greatly feared is come upon me,
And that which I was afraid of
Is come unto me
I was not in safety, neither
had I rest, neither was I quier;
yet trouble came.

- Job (3:25, 26)

Thus opens William Styrone’s (1990) book ‘Darkness Visible: A Memoir of Madness’.
In this very poignant work Styrone detailed his personal struggle with depression. As
one of the most skilled and accomplished wordsmiths of the 20® Century, Styron
declared that he was unable to adequately convey the ravages of depression in his life
and in the lives of some of his close friends and colleagues. For people suffering from
depression and those close to them, this malady constitutes a2 major and potentially

devastating life event.

Depression causes incalculable personal devastation and incurs exorbitant social costs. It
can plunge families into despair and/or poverty, particularly if the principal sufferer is
the primary breadwinner. Helping professionals who deal with depressed patients will
attest to the zombie-esque transformation the disorder inflicts on its victims. Generally
speaking, depression’s ravages are proportional to the chronicity of the disorder.
However, even in an acute ‘first-episode’ of depression the end result can be suicide. If
suicide or spontaneous remission does not occur, and the depression is not properly
treated, the first-episode can represent the point of departure on a long downward spiral

1
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into chronicity. The paradox and promise resides in the fact that, while depression is a
potentially catastrophic crent, most cases are readily treatable with psychosocial and/or
pharmacological interventions. The key lies in early and effective intervention in the

form of education, diagnosis and appropriate treatment.

This raises the issue of how we facilitate early interventions. Early intervention requires
a proactive stance. In order to be proactive, we need to understand when, where and
how to intervene in the course of depression. To do this we need to understand the
beliefs that average people hold abour the disorder since these beliefs will influence
when, where and how (and indeed whether) victims of depression will seek help (Jack &
Williams, 1991). Education implies understanding current beliefs about depression:
which beliefs are adaptive and need to be reinforced, and which beliefs are maladaptive
and need to be modified (Antaki, & Brewin, 1982; Frith, & Brewin, 1982). Appropriate
diagnosis implies providing helping professionals with information about the culwrally
shaped beliefs regarding, and manifestations of, depression (Kleinman 1986). Effective
treatment implies an understanding of the culturally inculcated explanatory models of
depression and the consequent adaptation of therapies so that they address the disorder
in a manner sensitive to the nuances of the patient’s belief systems (Sue, Fujino, et al.
1991; Wong & Piran, 1995). While there are some similarities in the culture of Chinese
people throughout the world, the current research was conducted in China with the
particular aim of informing approaches to treating depression in this population both
within China and elsewhere. However, this also raises the spectre of a larger issue; who

is it that constitutes the ‘Chinese people’ in China.

Geographically China is the world’s third largest nation. Currently its population of
roughly 1.3 billion people makes it the most populous country on earth. As of 1995,

approximately 70% of the population resided in rural areas, and there continues to be
2
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major in-migration to the ciues (State Statistical Bureau of the People’s Republic of
China, 1996). There are approximately 56 distinct ethnic groups in China. While the
vast majority (approximately 91%) of Chinese is considered to be of Han descent, the
remaining minorities constitute a very rich and visible cultural mosaic (Chen, 1995;
cited in Lee, 1996). In addition, China encompasses a wide variety of geographical and
climatic regions. As a result, there is a wide variation in the distribution of nartural
resources, manufacturing and agricultural production. As with all large nations, this has
led to significant regional disparities in terms of social and cultural development, and

economic prosperity (Croll, 1997).

In addition, historical antecedents have created widely different regional perspectives on
culture and what it is to be Chinese. A long time China watcher and widely recognised
expert in mental health in China Veronica Pearson (1999) writes: “Anyone who has
heard a Cantonese person fulminating against those ‘wheat eaters from the North® for
their hoity-toity ways or heard a Beijing cadre expressing distaste for ‘those Southerners,
only interested in making money, not a line of poetry between them’ will already know
that the Chinese do not experience themselves as unidimensional; except when
differentiating themselves from foreigners” (p. 5). As a result, sweeping statements
about the Chinese people and conditions in China are, of necessity, generalisations'. In
the text that follows, unless otherwise specified, the term Chinese will be used to denote

people native to and living in Mainland China. This usage glosses over the rich diversity

! In a similar vein, the terms ‘Westerner(s)’, ‘Western’ or ‘the West’ are popular conventions in the literature for
referring to those non-Chinese of European or North-American decent. As any, even marginally astute, observer
who has travelled more than a few hundred kilometres from his or her place of birth will artest, there is no
monolithic West or Westerner. Equating a Frenchman (to his or her face) to an American is more likely to result in
impromptu pugilism than agreement. While this usage again glosses over vast philosophical and epistemological
differences between cultural and sub-cultural groups subsumed by this label, it does constitute a ubiquitous and
somewhat useful heuristic. Therefore, unless specifying a particular national or cultural origin is particularly
necessary or germane to the point at hand, I will also subscribe to this usage throughout the current work.
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of rthis population and excludes the vast and diverse diaspora of China, including

Taiwan.

Overview of the Current Research

The purpose of this study was fourfold; 1) to determine which causes of depression are
viewed as important by Chinese lay people and health care professionals, 2) to
determine which source(s) of help to overcome depression is/are most preferred by
Chinese lay people, 3) to determine if there is an association between causal beliefs and
help seeking preferences for depression and 4) to determine if the level of depressive
symptoms and/or experience in the mental health system influences these beliefs and
preferences. The major premises of the study were that lay and professional persons’
culturally inculcated attributions or ‘beliefs’ about the causes of depression inform their
explanatory models’ (EMs) (Kleinman, 1977; Kleinman, 1980) of the disorder. EMs
influence lay people’s help seeking preferences and responses to various interventions,
and the approach(s) that professionals use to treat those with depression. In addition to
general cultural factors, these beliefs and preferences may be influenced by factors such
as age, education, treatment history and, perhaps most importantly, the level of
depressive symptoms being experienced by the individual. These factors must be taken
into account when trying to understand depression and when trying to design effective

interventions to combat the disorder.

2 The ‘explanatory model of illness’ concept addresses the nature and congruence of both patient and professional
beliefs around mental disorder {in this case depression). The dominant implication in the current context is that “the
degree to which the clinician shares, or at least, recognizes the client’s EM and is able to present interventions in a
way that fits the latter is pivotal in the client’s willingness to accept the diagnosis, to remain in treatment, to adhere
to the prescribed intervention, and, finally, to recover” (Ying, 1990, p. 394).

4
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The Concept of Culture

Culwure conditions action (Bain, 1996). Culture, particularly conveyed through and
embodied in language and conventon, in large measure forms personality,
epistemology, ontology and philosophy (Bain, 1996). However, for the most part we
tacitly accept the notion of culture without necessarily understanding what we mean
when we use the term. In order to clarify its intended use and to reinforce the place of
culture in the context of the current study, I address the following definitions of this

contentious conceprt.

After reviewing a plethora (over 160) of definitions of culture in the literature of such
disciplines as anthropology, sociology and psychology, Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1963)
settled on a hybrid definiton. They defined culture as “patterns, explicit and implicit, of
and for behavior acquired and transmitted by symbols ... culture systems may, on the
one hand, be considered as products of action, on the other as conditioning elements of
further acton” (p. 357). It is in this sense that we are interested in culture’s

‘conditioning’ of perceptions, beliefs and actions related to depression.

The pioneering cultural psychologist Anthony Marsella proffered an expansion on the
psychological anthropologist Linton’s (1945) definition of culture. Marsella defined
culture as “shared learned behavior which is transmitted from one generation to another
for purposes of individual and societal growth, adjustment, and adaptation; culture is
represented externally as artefacts, roles and institutions, and it is represented internally
as values, beliefs, attitudes, epistemology, consciousness, and biological functioning”
(1987, p. 9). This latter definition more directly conveys the notion of the macro/micro
social/individual ‘interactional’ character of cultural determinants of behaviour that are

so germane to the current discussion.
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One of the major suppositions of the current work is that different cultures do indeed
conditon different worldviews and that these worldviews, in turn, direct behaviour.
However, an additional aspect of the foregoing definitions of culture is the
conceptualisation of culture as both internal and external. External cultures in the form
of institutions that make the laws, shape the economies and determine the distribution
of resources are important macro-cultural influences in the overall problem of
depression. These external cultural influences determine such things as the economic
well being of individuals and groups in society, the institutional reactions to or attitudes
toward mental illness and the availability of mental health services. On the other hand,
the internal aspect of culture determines how people will respond to depression within
the context of any given external culture. While the former will be discussed in this

dissertation, the latter constitutes the focus of the current work.

Depression: A Problematic Term

The term depression is somewhat troublesome in that there are both popular and
technical meanings associated with it. It carries connotations of an emotion, a symptom,
an illness and a disease (Kleinman, & Good, 1985). All of us have experienced low mood
that accompanies a disappointment or loss. For the majority of people, these feelings,

unpleasant though they are, eventually pass and invoke minimal consequences.

However, the term as it is used in the current context denotes a specific clinical
syndrome of more extreme and debilitating proportions. I use the term to refer to the
syndrome labelled “Major Depressive Disorder’ in the DSM-IV (American Psychiatric
Association, 1994) and the ICD-10 (World Health Organization, 1992) and “Depressive
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Syndrome” (1 #F #iE, yi yu zheng’, pronounced ‘ee you jung’) in the CCMD-2-R
(Chinese Medical Association, & Nanjing Medical University, 1995). The diagnostic
criteria for depression used in these three systems, though not identical, are sufficiently
congruent (Zhou, Zhang, & Zhu, 1995, cited in Lee, 1996) to suggest that they describe
a cohesive and distinct clinical entity. For this reason I will use the criteria of the DSM-

IV in the remainder of the current discussion.

There is an enduring dispute in the cultural literature on depression as to whether or not
depression is a valid and invariant diagnostic category across cultures. The arguments
range from a gualified ‘no’ (e.g., Marsella, 1978; Obeysekere, 1985) to an ungualified
‘yes’ (e.g., Singer, 1975). The balance in this colloquy seems to tip in favour the former
argument (i.e., that depression in some form does exist as a universal diagnostic category
but with significant differences in symptoms across cultures). For the present purpose,
suffice to say that there is sufficient evidence to warrant the conclusion that depression,
in whatever form, exists across cultures; however, cultural factors influence some of its

subjective and objective manifestations.

The DSM-IV defines depression as a syndrome that is present “most of the day, nearly
every day” for a minimum period of two weeks. The dominant characteristic is
depressed mood (in adolescents or children this may manifest as irritability) and/or
anhedonia (loss of interest and pleasure in all or most activities). These (if both are
present) are accompanied by at least three of the following symptoms: significant weight

loss or gain, insomnia or hypersomnia, psychomotor retardation or agitation, extreme

* The CCDM-2-R does not distinguish between different levels of severity in depression and contains one unitary
diagnostic category for the disorder (Chinese Medical Association, & Nanjing Medical University, 1995; Lee, 1996).

* Throughout the text that follows I will follow the convention of presenting Chinese terms in Simplified Chinese
characters followed by the standard Romanisation (called Pin Yin) used in the People’s Republic of China.

7
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fatigue or loss of energy, exaggerated feelings of guilt or worthlessness (which may reach
delusional proportions), an inability to concentrate and concomitant indecisiveness and,
finally, persistent thoughts of, or attempt(s) at, suicide. To meet diagnostic criteria these
symptoms must “cause clinically significant distress or impairment in social,
occupational, or other areas of functioning” (American Psychiatric Association, 1994, p.
327). Viewed in this way, it is obvious that depression is not just a transient case of ‘the

blues’.

While this definition more clearly delineates the subject of the current research in a
semantic sense, there is a further feature of depression in China that continues to make
it a problematic term; that is, its association with neurasthenia. Although it is sull
included as a diagnosis in the ICD-10, it is also important to introduce neurasthenia as

an illness that is no longer included in other nosologies such as the DSM’.

The concept of neurasthenia was introduced in the mid-nineteenth century by Beard to
describe a syndrome of primarily physiological symptoms that were caused by
“exhaustion of the nervous system” (Beard, 1869). Complaints included such things as
headache, gastrointestinal problems, low energy, severe fatigue, inability to concentrate,

insomnia, loss of appetite and a host of others.

> Some theorists and researchers believe neurasthenia is experiencing a renaissance in the West in the form of such
diagnoses as chronic fatigue syndrome, Epstine-Barr syndrome, myalgic-neuroencephalomyolitis, etc. (Stewarr, 1990;
Ware, & Kleinman, 1992; Wessely, 1990). In one sense, this would seem to support the argument for neurasthenia as a
distinct disorder. However, Wessely (1990), in particular, suggests that the symptoms of the new “Yuppy flu’ as seen in
these newer manifestations of neurasthenia are actually disguised manifestations of depression; or as Wessely purs it

“old wine in new bottles” (1990, p. 51).
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Neurasthenia was considered a disorder of the upper classes and the intelligentsia, and
largely due to overwork. As a result, it was almost a mark of honour to suffer from the
disorder, since it denoted one’s diligence and hard work, for which the best treatment
was the ‘rest cure’ (Lin, 1989). It fell out of favour as a diagnosis in North America

because it was considered to be too vague a diagnostic category (Kleinman, 1986).

Neurasthenia was readily adopted in Chinese psychiatry in the 1920°s and 30’s and
flourished particularly under the influence of the Soviet biological model of
psychopathology (Lin, 1989). Over the years it has become one of the most widely
applied diagnoses in both professional and lay circles in China (Kleinman, 1982). The
popularity of this diagnosis is reflected in China by the ubiquitous tonics, medicines,
various mechanical and massage devices, and even specially designed ‘magnetic’ shoes

that are purported to alleviate the symproms of neurasthenia.

As part of the first ‘Five year plan’ in the 1950’s and 60’s there was a widespread
government-initiated attempt to wipe out the scourge of neurasthenia (Lin, 1989). The
cures of choice at that time were Morita therapy (which is currently enjoying a
renaissance) and/or group re-education (Lin, 1989). The mass treatment of the time had
mixed results. While neurasthenia is becoming a less frequently applied diagnosis among
mental health professionals in China (Lee, 1996), if the popular media is any indication,

itis still a prominent illness concept among the general population.

Arthur Kleinman, conducted pioneering studies comparing these two disorders in
China (Kleinman, 1982; Kleinman, 1986). While he does not deny the possible existence
of a discrete disorder of neurasthenia, he maintains that the diagnosis serves primarily as
a more socially acceptable mantle for the less desirable diagnosis of depression in both
popular and professional circles in China (Kleinman, 1986). He also conceptualised

9

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



neurasthenia as a form of social discourse through which those in a low-power position
could assert control and achieve needed changes in work or living conditions (e.g., time

off, job reassignment, or transfer to a work unit closer to family).

Kleinman (1982) found that of the 100 diagnosed neurasthenics he studied at Hunan
Medical College, 87 met DSM-III criteria for Major Depressive Disorder. Yan (1989)
argues that neurasthenia merits its own place in the nosologies as a diagnosis distinct
from depression. The assertion here is that if depression is found in populations of
people suffering from neurasthenia, the two are likely co-morbid, with depression
possibly being one of the sequelae of neurasthenia. The debate is heated when it comes
to the question of the validity of neurasthenia as a distinct disorder (see for example:
Kleinman, 1986; Kleinman, 1988; Lin, 1989; Liu, 1989; Yan, 1989). The principal
controversy revolves around the symptom presentation of neurasthenia (being
primarily somaric) versus that seen in depression (being primarily psychological) and the
differential rates of diagnosis. In light of this controversy, therefore, it is only prudent to

include considerations of neurasthenia in any research on depression in China.

Interface of Culture

Our culwral beliefs influence virtually all that we do. They influence our decisions
regarding everything from the clothes we wear and the food we eat, to how we conduct

interpersonal relations and how we view others, the world and ourselves.

Our culwural knowledge about depression derives from many sources and exerts its
influence at several levels. Furnham and Kuyken (1991) state, “the knowledge people
have is largely derived from a corpus of common sense about depression and ant-
depressive behaviours that are derived from interpersonal communication between lay

people, academic professionals, and depressed people, and social institutions such as
10
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schools and the media etc.” (p. 338). Marsella said that “since cultures condition different
concepts of self, and since self is inextricably linked to the definition, experience and
expression of mental disorder, it is clear that cultural factors are closely related to mental
disorders.” (1982, p. 362). He maintains that culwural influences shape both subjective
and objective manifestations of depression. The implication is that culture’s influence
operates at different levels. At one level, we have the influence of specific, culturally
transmitted knowledge of depression. At another level is the influence of culturally
transmitted beliefs about self-structure, existence, and general health and illness beliefs. It
is not surprising then to realise that culturally shaped beliefs (derived from multple
sources) define our understandings of and reactions to mental disorders generally and

perhaps have their greatest impact on depression.

Culrural belief systems inform our EMs of disease and direct our coping efforts in
accordance with the particular explanatory model to which we subscribe. Angel &
Thoits (1987) defined a model of cultural influences on the process of how people
recognise and deal with illness. This involves the processes of symptom recognition,
labelling and help seeking. Their model delineates a process involving cultural influences
on the percepuon of the physiological and/or psychological aspects of disorder,
categorisation of the symptom as normal or abnormal and, finally, its expression in
help seeking behaviour. Culturally defined illness and medical beliefs, and social

comparison play vital mediating roles in determining outcomes at each juncture.

Angel & Thoits (1987) posit that culwrally shaped medical epistemologies dictate
notions about what constitutes health and illness, symptom and non-symptom. A
physical or psychological anomaly is recognised as a symptom of illness only if it fits
within the parameters defined as abnormal in the context of the particular system of

medical beliefs. Internally, factors such as confluence, chronicity and degree also have a
11
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bearing on symptom recognition. An isolated, brief or mild anomaly is less likely to be
categorised as a symptom of disorder than one that is accompanied by other anomalies,
is persistent and severe. Externally, social comparison .plays a role in symptom
recognition. If others in one’s reterence group frequently experience similar anomalies,

they are less likely to be categorised as symptoms of disorder.

This model suggests that symptom recognition is very much a function of culture. If the
individual, or those around him or her, do not recognise the physiological,
psychological and/or behavioural anomalies as symptoms, there will be no perceived
need for help. If the anomalies are perceived as symptoms of disorder, the individual’s

system of health beliefs will dictate where s/he will first turn for the necessary help.

In China the family most often decides, based, in part, on culturally inculcated beliefs,
what to do when mental disorder is encountered. “Family members ... make all the
health care decisions for the patient. They decide which type of care provider will be
sought (Western doctor, Chinese traditional doctor, or folk healer) and, if
hospiralisation is necessary, it is they, not doctors, who make the final decision about
when the patient is admitted and discharged” (Pearson, & Phillips, 1994). If a decision is
made to seek help for depression, culture also influences the efficacy of interventions

offered.

The mediating influence of depression

Styrone (1990) described in exquisite detail the impact of depression on his daily
functioning and the concomitant alterations in his perceptions of himself and the world
around him. Cognitive theory of depression (Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979) and
descriptions such as Styrone’s suggest that the level of depressive symptoms that an

individual is experiencing also exerts a significant influence on his or her worldview.
12
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The implication for the current research is that lay people’s reports regarding their
beliefs about the causes of depression and their preferences for seeking help to overcome
depression may be influenced by their level of depressive symproms. Therefore, it is
important to compare the reported beliefs and preferences of depressed and non-
depressed people to determine if such an influence exists and, if it exists, to understand

the nature and direction of this interaction-

The influence of the severity, or the absolute presence or absence of symptoms, is also
important in determining how others may respond to the depressed individual. In other
words, those not experiencing depressive symptoms may have a different view of the
problem than the depressed individual. Non-depressed family or friends will offer advice
about overcoming the disorder that is comnsistent with their perspective, which may or
may not be congruent with that held by the principal sufferer. This will impact the help
seeking options explored by the principal sufferer.

Also in this context, a conceptual insight can be drawn from attribution theory.
Artribution theory (Weiner, 1985) suggests that the aetiological perspective of disorder
that is held by friends, family members and others in society, influences how they view
the principal sufferer. Similarly, the aetiological perspective of disorder held by the
principal sufferer could also influence his or her self-perceptions. If the cause of the
individual’s depression is perceived as being within his or her control, both the principal
sufferer and/or those around him or her will be more likely to assign blame or
responsibility for the disorder to the sufferer. In this case the sufferer may be expected
to ‘get over it” on his or her own. On the other hand, if the cause is seen as something
beyond the individual’s control (e.g., due to biological factors), then family, friends and

others in the sufferer’s social network may be more sympathetic and the individual may

13
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experience less self-recrimination (Kuyken, Brewin, Power and Furnham, 1990). In this

case, the individual is more likely to pursue (or be referred to) outside sources of help.

Some practical implications of culture’s influence on depression

A significant and growing body of research suggests that members of the Chinese
community (and other groups) in Canada and elsewhere under-utilise effective
psychological and psychiatric services. This under-utilisation exists for a wide range of
mental disorders (Brown, Stein, Huang, & Harris, 1973; Lin, Tardiff, Donetz, &
Goresky, 1978; Snowden, & Cheung, 1990; Sue, Fujino, Hu, Takeuchi, & Zane, 1991;
Sue, & McKinney, 1975; Sue, & Sue, 1974). While there seems to be an improvement in
utilisation in various centres (e.g., Seattle) as a function of the implementation of various
“cultural sensitivity” initiatives within the past decade or so, the numbers overall are still

not encouraging (Fujino, Hu, Takeuchi, & Zane, 1991).

The under-utilisation problem has been explained in terms of Chinese conceptions of
and aturudes toward mental disorder (Marseila, Kinzie, & Gordon, 1974; Kleinman,
1986). In Canada and other Western settings Chinese beliefs may be incongruent with
those held by members of the dominant culture (including those providing
psychological and psychiatric services). These conceptions militate against depressed
Chinese seeking psychological or psychiatric help (often until symproms are so severe
that treatment is more difficult and uncertain, and the disorder may have become
chronic) and against the efficacy of the interventions offered. If interventions can be
offered that are congruent with or complement the Chinese patient’s belief system, it
may be possible to increase participation in, and compliance with therapy (psychosocial,

pharmacological or others) among members of this population. Further, an

14
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understanding of the fundamental beliefs around depression can help to inform

education strategies targeted at the Chinese community.

Importance of the Current Research

The problems caused by depression are by no means specific to the Chinese context or
to developing nations particularly. While the impact of depression is apparent in every
corner of the globe, the discussion that follows will focus on the impact of depression in
China. However, some of the insights gained from this research ideally will be

applicable to other populations as well.

Economics of Depression

Recently the World Health Organization’s Ad Hoc Committee on Health Research
Relating to Future Intervention Options (1996) released statistics on causes of disease
burden in developing countries. Disease burden in this context represents the cost of
various distinct diseases to the total economy of a country or group of countries. The
committee estimated that in 1990 Unipolar Major Depression constituted the fourth
greatest health care economic burden in the developing countries of the world.
Extrapolating current trends, the committee estimated that by the year 2020 depression
would rank as the number one cause of disease burden in developing countries, ahead of

others such as heart disease, tuberculosis or HIV.

The figures for the People’s Republic of China are similarly alarming. The committee
estimated that in 1990 depression was the number two cause of disease burden in China
(representing 6.2% of the total disease burden - behind chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease). It is expected that depression will move to the number ‘three’ position
(representing 7.3% of disease burden - behind chronic obstructive pulmonary disease

15
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and cerebral vascular disease) by the year 2020 (Ad Hoc Committee on Health Research

Relating to Future Intervention Options, 1996)°.

At this writing, figures detailing the cost of depression to the Chinese economy were
not available. Similarly, a comprehensive examination of the cost of depression to the
Canadian economy has never been carried out. As a result, we rely on figures from the
United States, which are assumed to reflect similar, though proportionately lower, costs
here. For the year 1989, the estimated cost (including costs for medical care,
absenteeism, and related costs) of depression to the American economy was estimated to
be approximately 27 billion US dollars (New Federal Guidelines, 1993, cited in
Depression: An overview of the Literature, 1995). This estimate covers only costs
incurred through ‘diagnosed’ cases and does not take into account those cases of
depression that went undiagnosed, were treated outside the medical system or were
misdiagnosed and the patients treated for other problems. A study of the economic
burden of depression in Britain and Wales (Kind, & Sorenson, 1993) estimated indirect
losses to these economies from depression at approximately 3 billion British pounds. It

is likely that the dollar cost to the Chinese economy is proportionately high.

Such an economic burden is staggering given the many other social and economic
challenges that the Chinese face in the move to a market economy. It is, therefore,
important that effective measures are found to deal with the problem of depression in
China if only to reduce the economic burden to that economy. This problem is also of
critical importance to the Canadian health care system since an increasing proportion of

Canada’s immigrant population is originating from the countries of Southeast Asia

¢ I gratefully acknowledge the work of Dr. Michael Phillips for extracting and interpreting these figures for China
from the statistical data in the cited report.
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(Staustics Canada, 1997). To facilitate the most effective modes of intervention it is
crucial that we have a clear understanding of this disorder and how people respond to it.
However, the ultmate aim is not only to reduce the costs of depression in terms of the
national economic burden, but also in terms of the cost to individual families who are
being called upon to bear an increasing proportion of the burden of health care costs in

China and elsewhere.

By reaching depressed people earlier in the help seeking process with more effective

interventions, we can accomplish several things:

e First, it may be possible to reduce the estimated 20% to 30% of primary care visits
that may be accounted for by depression and, thus, reduce the burden on the health
care system (Barrett, Barrett, Oxman, & Gerber, 1988; Kamerow, 1988; Schulberg,
& Burns, 1988).

e Second, it may be possible to reduce the amount of productivity lost to this disorder

by reaching depressed individuals with more well targeted and effective treatments.

e Finally, if depressed individuals can be reached earlier, and with more effective
interventions, we can minimise the suffering and financial burden to individuals and

families that results from inaccurate diagnoses and inappropriate treatments.

The Problem of Suicide

Recent literature has indicated that suicide is an ever-increasing problem in China (Li, &
Baker, 1991, cited in Pearson, 1995; Murray, & Lopez, 1996). In fact, it is estimated that
China’s suicide rate is among the highest in the world (Phillips, Liu, & Zhang, 1999).
The figures suggest that suicide is the number one cause of injury death in China, ahead
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of such things as MVAs and drowning (Pearson, 1995). Even more alarming is the fact
that roughly four times as many suicides occur in the rural areas than in urban centres.
However, the most astonishing assertion is that, unlike the situation that obtains in the
rest of the world, in China women are more likely than men to die from suicide
(Phillips, Liu, & Zhang, 1999). While these authors implicate factors such as economic
deprivation and rapid social change in the alarming rate of suicide in China, depression
as a discrete entity must account for a large proportion of these deaths. Therefore, it is
of paramount importance that the problem of depression be addressed with the most
effective means available with the hope that we can diminish, even slightly, the numbers

of individuals ending their lives in China.

Causal Beliefs and Help Seeking

Causal beliefs play an essential role in determining the actions depressed people will take
when confronted with the disorder. If members of a culture or sub-culture hold
biological causal beliefs about depression then they are more likely to seek and expect
biological interventions when depressed. If psychosocial causes are believed to be
primary, psychosocial interventions will be sought (Whittle, 1996). Concomitantly, if
members of a particular culture or subculture hold that depression is caused by
biological factors, compliance with psychosocial interventions is likely to be low
(Foulks, Persons, & Merkel, 1986). Therefore, an understanding of depressed people's
beliefs about the narure and causes of depression is an important key, not only to
understanding help seeking preferences and providing effective therapies, but also to

increasing patient compliance once intervention has been sought.
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Biological/Psychological Aspects of Depression

Horatuo Fabrega (1974), a leading figure in social psychiatric research, reinforced the
notion of culture’s influence on depressive symptoms. He emphasised the dichotomous
nature of mental illness in his paper on culture and depression. Fabrega proposed that
mental disorder must be understood on both micro (biological) and macro (behavioural)

levels:
One assumes ... that man considered biologically (ie., chemically,
neurophysiologically, anatomically, etc) is the same everywbhere, and that
alterations in bis biology are likewise similar, i.e., involve identical
mechanisms and processes. However, how these biological changes become
transformed into wvarious specific bebaviors and why they assume the
particular expression that they do in distinctive cultures is dependent on

[fundamental symbolic categories that structure and encode bebavior. (p. 384).

In other words, cultures condition different beliefs about the nature and causes of health
and illness. While the biological changes that arise in depression may be relatively
consistent throughout the human species, people in one culture may experience the
biological changes of depression in fundamentally different ways than those in other
cultures. The result of this is that their help seeking behaviour and the symproms they

present when seeking help for depression are also likely to be different.

Depression as Disease versus Iliness

The anthropological psychiatrist Arthur Kleinman (1977), a leading figure in the study

of depression in China, asserted that depression should be conceptualised as both a
19
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disease and an illness. The disease ‘depression’ is constituted of the physiological changes
or ‘alterations in biology’ mentioned by Fabrega above. Considered in this way
depression is relatively invariant across cultures. The illness aspect of depression is the
subjective, interpersonal and cultural reactions to disease (in this case, depression). The
illness aspects of depression are subject to cultural influence and constitute a major

component of the subject matter of this dissertation.

Diagnostic and Treatment Issues

One result of the beliefs or EMs shaping the illness component of depression is that
some depressed Chinese may present somatic symptoms of depression over the
psychological or existential concerns. Some of the reasons that have been advanced for
this are social acceprability of biological symptoms over psychological symptoms
(Kleinman, 1986), the treatment setting in which symptoms are elicited (Cheung, &
Lau, 1982), fundamental illness beliefs shaped by cultural models of self and illness
(Marsella, 1980), etc. What often occurs is that the depressed Chinese patient,

emphasising physical symptoms, repeatedly seeks medical consultations and treatment.

Many individuals with ‘primary’ depression who present with somatic symptoms end
up receiving some form of biomedical interventon. Intrusive and unnecessary
diagnostic tests, procedures and medications can lead to iatrogenic problems that further
complicate proper treatment and result in unnecessary suffering and costs to the patient,
and overburden the health care system. The earlier effective interventions can be
brought to bear on depression, the lower the potential for economic loss and human

suffering caused by misdiagnosis and inappropriate treatment.

20

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Beliefs and Treatment

Patients’ beliefs also exert a strong influence on the efficacy of professional attempts to
deal with depression once outside help has been sought (Kleinman, 1980). In his analysis
of the interaction between culture and psychotherapy, Havenaar (1990) suggested that as
much as 60% of therapeutic efficacy might be accounted for by the degree of congruence
between the belief systems held by therapist and patient. He maintains, “culture is one
of the most important factors active in therapy. It certainly exceeds the importance of
any single ‘specific’ factor related to different schools and theories and perhaps even that
of the psychotherapeutic alliance” (Havenaar, 1990, p. 9). Havenarr’s propositions have
been challenged on several fronts. Several authors (e.g., Pedersen, & Ivey, 1993) have
suggested that all of psychotherapy can be considered to be culturally dependent, while
others suggest varying degrees of influence by factors such as the particular school,
characteristics of the therapist and the client etc. (e.g., Lambert, 1992). In any case, it is

clear that cultural factors play a role in the efficacy of psychotherapy.

Frank (1961, cited in Havenaar, 1990, p.9) posited four essential and defining
characteristics of effective therapy. Attitudes and beliefs about each of these elements of

therapy are inculcated within the patient’s culture. The characteristics include:
(1) aspecial relationship (intense confiding)

(2) a therapeutic setting or context (socially sanctioned/recognised)

(3) araticnale (myth) to explain client’s suffering

(4) a procedure (ritual) to counteract the suffering (that is based on the rationale)
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In this context, the ‘special relationship’ exists between the patient and an ‘other’, which
could consist of an icon (e.g., Lourdes), a psychiatrist, or a shaman. The therapeutic
setting could be a temple, a hospital, or a yurt on the steppes of Inner Mongolia. The
rationale could be anything from a neurochemical imbalance, childhood trauma and
inner conflict, to an improper diet or spirit possession. The ritual could run the gamut
from psychoanalytic, cognitive or drug therapy, to herbal soups or an exorcism.
Whether it is a pharmacological, or psychosocial intervention that is sought (the latter
including the work of ‘faith healers’), the congruence (real or perceived) between the
helper's and the patient's beliefs will determine compliance with, and thus, the
effectiveness of the therapy offered. If the healer has a clear understanding of the
patient’s beliefs about depression, he or she will be in a better position to provide
treatment 1n a way that is complementary to the patient’s belief system and thereby

enhance rapport and therapeutic efficacy.

While this is not to imply that psychotherapy is the only or even the most effective
approach to treating depressed Chinese patents, there are indications that

psychotherapy has been an effective intervention

In sum, at this tme, and for the foreseeable future, depression poses a significant
problem for the Chinese people in terms of economic cost and human suffering.
Culturally shaped beliefs influence both the objective and subjective manifestations of
the disorder and consequently the types of help people will seek. These beliefs largely
determine the effectiveness of the various interventions aimed at helping people to

overcome depression.
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Definition of Terms

In the context of this study the following definitions of terms are used:

o Clinical status: defines the individual with respect to whether or not s/he is being

currently treated as an inpatient or outpatient in a clinical setting.

e Depression: an active condition defined by the diagnostic criteria for ‘Major
Depressive Disorder’ by the DSM-IV and the ICD-10, or ‘Depression’ by the

CCDM-2-R. This definition includes both “first episode’ and ‘recurrent’ subtypes.

e Lay people: are individuals who have not had formal training in any of the major
mental health related disciplines (e.g., medicine, psychology, psychiatry, nursing,

social work, etc.).

e Non<linical subjects: are individuals who are not currently in actve treatment in a

clinical setting for any mental disorder.

®  Professional subjects: are individuals who deal with depressed people as part of their
professional function and may include: acupuncrurists, herbalists, massage therapists,

psychiatrists, psychologists, Traditional Chinese Medical (TCM) doctors, Western

medical doctors (general practitioners), etc.
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Research Questtions

1. Which attributions do Chinese lay people and professionals rate as important causes

of depression?

2. Which help seeking alternauves for depressiora are rated most highly by Chinese lay
people?
3. Is there a relationship between Chinese lay people’s ratings of causal artributions and

those of help seeking preferences for depression:?

4. Is there a relationship between subjects’ scores: on the Chinese Depression Inventory
and their ratings of Causal Factors for depression and/or their ratings of Help-

seeking Factors?

5. Does clinical status affect subjects’ ratings of Causal Factors for depression and/or

their ratings of Help-seeking Factors?

Delimitations of th-e Study

While many subject variables were measured usimg the questionnaires administered in
the current study, only analyses related to the above research questions are reported in
the current work. Some analyses (e.g., analysis based on demographic variables, analysis

of the CDI items, etc.) will be reported in separate publications.

This research employed a very narrow definitiom of depression. This was done in an

effort to keep the disorder under study as homoge=neous as possible. It was believed that
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the underlying mechanisms (biological and/or psychological) and manifestations of
other forms of depression (e.g., mania) would influence perceptions of the disorder and,
concomitantly, beliefs and help seeking preferences. Therefore, no attempt was made to
sample the full range of depressive illness (e.g., Bipolar Disorder, Cyclothymic Disorder,
Dysthymic Disorder, etc.).

Since previous experience in a clinical setting was considered likely to shape the beliefs
and help seeking preferences of clinical subjects, the inclusion criteria had been designed
to limit these participants to those undergoing treatment for a first episode of the
disorder. Unfortunately, due to the limited numbers of clinical subjects, it was not
possible to limit this sample to people suffering from a first-episode of the disorder.
Thus, it was not possible to differentiate between subjects who may have had a longer

treatment career in mental health settings from those hospitalised for the first time.

In the same context, the selection of the non-clinical sample had been designed to
exclude individuals who had been previously treated for a psychological problem.
However, it was believed (based on the literature, and both my personal and
professional experience in China) that during the face-to-face screening, non-clinical
subjects would have been reluctant to reveal previous treatment for a psychological or
psychiatric problem. Therefore, a section was included at the end of the help seeking
alternatives questionnaire that requested information regarding whether or not the
subject had experienced a similar problem (to that presented in the vignette), whether
they had sought help from others for the problem and from whom they had sought
help.

The current research was intended as an exploratory study of causal beliefs and help
seeking preferences among Chinese people. The major emphasis was not on cross-
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cultural comparisons of the findings. Although comparisons were inevitably implied
and some were referred to in the literature review and discussion, the purpose of the
current research was to examine the causal beliefs and help seeking preferences of
Chinese people in the People’s Republic of China. Again, more detailed and specific

cross-cultural comparisons will be explored in future publications.

The selection of ‘professionals’ to include in the study was also not exhaustive. For
example, it is likely that a barber, bartender or bus driver, or for that matter, a family
member or a friend, may dispense forms of informal therapy to depressed individuals.
While their contribution to the management of depression should not be trivialised, it
was not feasible to include all such ‘non-formal’ resources given the scope of the current
study. Similarly, while shamans treat many people with mental health problems in
China (particularly in the countryside), two attempts to locate shamanistic healers were
unsuccessful. Such individuals are reluctant to reveal themselves to people from outside
their community due to legal sanctions against the practice. Therefore, the discussion of
shamanism is limited to information available anecdotally from other sources (e.g.,

TCM docrors, psychiatrists, etc.) and that available in the literature.

Personal Statement

The research disseminated in the pages that follow is the fruit of my ten years of formal
and informal investigations of the problem of depression in China. What began as an
interest in the relatively low rates of suicide and depression (then reported) for the
Mainland Chinese people, led to my many sojourns in that country. These were
undertaken for the purpose of shedding more light on the influence of Chinese culture
on mental disorders in general and on depression specifically. I consider this dissertation

to be only an ‘interim report’ on an odyssey of discovery in this very important aspect
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of the human condition among one fifth of the world’s population. If I could foreordain
the outcome of this current effort, it would be that we arrive at a better understanding
of depression that would allow us, even in a small way, to mitigate its impact on the

lives of the Chinese people in particular and of depressed people in general.
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Chapter 2 - Review of the literature

Overview

The literature reviewed in this section is specific to the main objects of the dissertation’.
The review is divided along three broad lines of research: 1) research about causal beliefs;
2) research about help seeking; and 3) research abourt causal beliefs and help seeking
preferences or behaviours combined. The distinction is somewhat arbitrary since much
of the research on causal beliefs alone also suggests implications for help seeking and vice
versa. However, the studies included in the latter section addressed specifically, and in

some way attempted to measure the relationship between, beliefs and help seeking.

A cautionary note is warranted here. While it may seem valid, at a very general level, to
compare ‘non-Asian’ beliefs with those of ‘Asians’, some studies (e.g., Tracey, Leong, &
Glidden, 1986, reviewed below) have shown significant differences in problem
perceptions between the various groups that have often been subsumed within the
category of ‘Asians’. As has become evident in the cross cultural literature in
psychology and other disciplines, there are significant differences in the cultural
experience and therefore the underlying health beliefs of such groups as Japanese,
Filipino, Korean, Thai and Chinese (not to mention the ubiquitous “White’ or
‘Caucasian’ group) from different regions within and outside their respective countries

or ancestral homelands®. Therefore, the use of labels such as ‘Asians’ and ‘non-Asians’

7 Several of the studies reviewed below were also the subject of review for my Master’s thesis, while several that were
reviewed for that work are not included in the current review due to limited relevance. (Sinclair, 1994)

® For an excellent overview of this problem and description of some factors that differentiate the various sub-groups
subsumed under the label of ‘Asian-Americans’ the see the chapters by Lee (1998) and Tanaka, Ebreo, Linn, &
Morera (1998).
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frequently applied in the cross-cultural literature, may serve more to obfuscate than to

inform about observed differences in research that utilises this type of categorisation.

Causal Belief Research

The studies described in this section fall into two broad categories. First, I reviewed
studies of lay beliefs about causes of and/or cures for disorders other than depression
and those pertaining to mental disorders generally. Finally, I reviewed studies that focus
on causal beliefs about depression specifically. There is some disagreement about the
interdependence of causal and cure beliefs. Some authors (e.g., Furnham & Henley,
1988) suggest that knowledge of lay peoples’ beliefs about cures reflect their theories
about the causes of mental disorders. The other school of thought is that these two
dimensions, while related, require separate investgation (e.g., Luk, & Bond, 1992).
Rather than exclude studies of beliefs about cures, I made the tacit assumption that their

relationship to causal beliefs was strong enough to warrant their inclusion.

Causal Beliefs About Mental Disorder in Non-Chinese or Mixed Populations

In one of the pioneering studies of causal beliefs, Nunnally (1961) examined the extent
of American lay and professional people’s knowledge about the causes and cures of
mental disorders and about people suffering from mental disorders. He found, as
expected, that professionals held views that were congruent with popular psychiatric
and psychological theories of that period. To greater or lesser degrees, Nunnally’s lay
sample endorsed the following as causes of, and curative factors for mental illness. Lack
of willpower causes mental disorders and increased willpower ameliorates them.
Women are more prone to mental disorder than men. Mental health is maintained by

focusing on pleasant thoughts. Mental illness can be ameliorated by the positve
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influence of well-adjusted people in one’s environment. Pressures in the immediate
environment, rather than internal personality dynamics, cause mental illnesses, and
improvements in the environment can alleviate them. Susceptibility to mental disorder
increases with age. Dietary factors, physical damage and diseases of the nervous system

cause mental disorders, and that biological interventions can ameliorate them.

Nunnaly found that lay people had relatively extensive and sophisticated theories about
mental disorders. His lay subjects made a clear association between analogous causes and
cures for mental disorders. Psychosocially caused disorders were associated with
psychosocial interventions. Biologically caused disorders were associated with bio-
medical interventions. Nunnaly’s work spawned many subsequent studies, some of

which are reviewed below.

Using Nunnaly’s questionnaire in one of the first cross-cultural studies of beliefs about
mental disorders, Arkoff, Thaver and Elkind (1966) compared the beliefs of
psychologists and American students with those of Asian (Chinese, Filipino, Japanese
and Thai) students about mental disorder. Relative to the former two groups, Asian
students believed that willpower and the avoidance of unpleasant thoughts played a
much greater role in enhancing mental health. Further, Asian students assigned more
significance to the efficacy of guidance and support as a curative factor than did either of
the comparison groups. Asian students, more than American students or psychologists
believed that counselling was a “directive, paternalistic and authoritarian process”
(Arkoff, Thaver, & Elkind, 1966, p. 219). This study was the first in North America to
contrast the beliefs of Asians with those of non-Asians. It iniuated further research into
the notion that culture inculcates very different understandings of mental disorder and

the therapeutic process.
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Ten years later, Sue and his colleagues (Sue, Wagner, Ja, Margullis and Lew, 1976) also
used Nunnaly’s 40-item questionnaire to compare the beliefs of Caucasian and Asian-
American students about mental disorder. Asian students endorsed the beliefs that
willpower is the basis of personal adjustment, that women are more prone to mental
disorder than men, that the avoidance of morbid thoughts enhances mental health and
that mental illness is brought on by organic factors. Controlling for demographic and
educational variables, however, only two significant differences emerged. Asian
students, more than their Caucasian counterparts, believed that avoidance of morbid
thoughts militated against mental illness and that mental illnesses were the result of

organic factors.

Sue et al (1976) asserted that the belief in willpower as the basis of mental health, and the
belief that ‘avoiding morbid thoughts enhances mental health’ was consistent with the
notion that Asian cultures generally emphasise self-control. They also suggest that the
attribution of organic causes for mental illness is consistent with the, often cited,
tendency for Asians to somatise psychological distress. The principal contribution of
this research was to link Asian cultural constructs, in a more systematic way, to their

influence on perceptions of mental disorder and therapeutic interventions.

Knapp and Delprato (1980) took the question of willpower a step further in their
examination of lay beliefs about psychological problems. They had subjects rate the
degree to which willpower was important in overcoming 24 behavioural problems.
Their analysis revealed that willpower was perceived to be differentially important to
overcoming four classes of problems (in order from most important to least important):
‘self-indulgence’ problems (e.g., smoking), ‘non-self-indulgence’ problems (e.g., shyness),
‘psychopathological’ problems (e.g., nervous breakdown), and ‘ability deficits’ (e.g.,

poor mathematical ability). The authors speculated that the efficacy of behavioural
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therapy might be attenuated for those problems in which willpower is perceived a
necessary curative factor. Another interesting finding was the fact that they found no
influence of education on subject’s ratings of the importance of willpower in

overcoming any of the problems.

Extending Knapp and Delprato’s study, Knapp and Karabenick (1985) examined the
importance of 20 contributors to overcoming six psychological problems. For this
study, the authors selected problems from two categories studied by Knapp and
Delprato (1980): smoking, overeating (self indulgence problems), nightmares, hearing
voices, stuttering and fear of dogs (psychopathological problems). They extracted four
factors from the 20 cure attributions: social consequences, inner control, understanding
and positive outlook or instrumental approach. With respect to inner control, the study
supported the findings of Knapp and Delprato (1980). Subjects rated this factor as most
important for overcoming self-indulgence problems such as smoking and overeating.
The attributions that made up the ‘understanding and positive outlook’ (instrumental
approach) factor were rated as more important than inner control for overcoming
problems that imply some underlying psychopathological condition (nightmares,
hearing voices, stuttering and fear of dogs). The ‘social consequences’ factor was

perceived to be the least important in overcoming all of the problems studied.

Several attempts have been made to analyse causal beliefs according to theoretical
constructs. In one such attempt, Norcross, Prochaska and Hambrecht (1985) developed
the Levels of Auribution and Change scale (LAC) to measure people’s perceptions of
the causes of mental disorder. The theoretical basis for constructing the scale was the
Transtheoretical Model of Psychotherapy (TMP) (Prochaska 1984; Prochaska, &
DiClemente, 1984).
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Briefly, TMP represents an attempt at constructing a sort of ‘grand unification theory’
of psychotherapy. This model targets particular therapeutic approaches according to a
hierarchical structure dictated by beliefs about the nature and the causes of disorder (i.e.,
a particular therapeutic approach is used to achieve change with problems perceived to
be originating at a particular ‘level’ in the hierarchy). Norcross et al (1985) proposed
that individuals attribute causes of mental disorder at different levels on a continuum.
At one end of the continuum are external or distal causes, on the other end are internal
or proximal causes. For example, behavioural approaches may be targeted at disorders
that are perceived as being caused by learning contingencies in the external environment
(distal level causes) and psychodynamic approaches may be used to address problems
perceived as being caused by more deeply ingrained issues from early childhood
(proximal level causes). In a given case, these ‘levels’ of causes are defined by the beliefs
or perceptions of the clinician and/or of the patient about the presenting problem. By
understanding an individual patient’s model of causality, the clinician may be better able
to adapt therapy to suit the patient’s particular needs, or to use this information as a
point of reference from which to advise the patient about the causes of disorder to

facilitate a particular therapeutic approach.

Norcross et al (1985) administered the LAC scale to a sample of college students and
asked them to rate the importance of 60 attributions as causes of a single problem of the
subject’s choosing. Principal components analysis revealed that their 60 attributions
coalesced into ten scales. The scales were labelled: spiritual determinism, bad luck,
biological inadequacies, environmental difficulties, maladaptive cognitions, familial
conflicts, interpersonal conflicts, intrapersonal conflicts, chosen lifestyle and insufficient
effort. A second order analysis determined that these ten scales coalesced into two broad

dimensions labelled: Internal-Dispositional causes and External-Situational causes.
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Norcross et al suggest that the LAC scale can be useful to facilitate therapy by providing
an understanding of a particular patent’s model of causality. However, it is also
conceivable that the model may be helpful in making more macro-level adjustments to
therapies. In other words, by understanding models of causality held by average
members of a particular cultural or sub-cultural group, Norcross et al’s model may help
to inform atmtempts at making general cross-cultural adjustments to existing therapies for
application with members of the particular group. In discussing the application of the

LAC the authors assert that:
Quite frequently and unfortunately, psychotherapists do not assess or even
understand their client’s attributions about the presenting problem. Even if
the client’s attributions are understood, the therapist may not share the client’s
perspective. Discrepancies in causal attributions may subsequently be labelled
as resistance or, poor insight or irvational beliefs. In most cases this may
indeed be true; however, in some cases, differences in opinion may be simply

that, and not indicative of psychopathology. (p. 646).

This analysis reinforces the notion that an understanding of lay people’s causal beliefs is

crucial to both accurate diagnosis and to effective therapy.

Hambrecht and Hohmann (1993) used the LAC to examine German psychiatric
patient’s attributions about the cause of disorder and compared these with a sample of
German students. They found that responses from the student sample coalesced into 6
factors while those of the psychiatric patients coalesced into 3 factors. They surmised

that, the fact that psychiatric patients do not make as fine discriminations about the
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causes of disorder as non-patients might be, in part, a function of the therapeutic setting.
This is because patients may be informed intentionally or unintentionally about a
particular theoretical perspective regarding the cause of their disorder in the process of
therapy. Thus, patients may acquire a less diffuse, more coherent or focussed
representation of disorder than non-patients as a function of the therapeutic approach

they experienced in therapy and/or the setting in which they were treated.

Also of interest was the finding by Hambrecht and Hohmann (1993) that neurotic and
personality disordered patients, more than those diagnosed with affective psychosis,
endorsed intrapersonal causes for their disorders. Thus, we can see from this research
that psychiatric patients partial out the causes of their disorder along less discrete
dimensions than do non-patients and that diagnosis can also influence the endorsement

of various attributions by these patients.

Furnham and Rees (1988), another team of researchers influenced by the work of
Nunnaly, continued the factor analytic approach in their study of lay theories about the
causes of schizophrenia. Perceived causes coalesced into five factors: stress and pressure,
biological, genetic, backwardness (cognitive deficit), and brain damage. From these
results Furnham and Rees concluded that lay causal explanations strongly resembled
formal theories of causality for schizophrenia. They stated that “subjects seemed to
prefer environmental explanations referring to social stresses and family conflicts. This
would indicate that in Britain, a psychosocial model of mental illness is adhered to,

rather than a medical model” (Furnham & Rees, 1988, p. 218).

In a series of semi-replicative studies, Adrian Furnham collaborated with Susan Henley
to examine lay attributions of cure for a variety of disorders. These studies included lay
perceptions about the cures for agoraphobia, anorexia nervosa, compulsive gambling,
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and schizophrenia  (Furnham, & Henley, 1988), alcoholism, depression, sexual
problems and shyness (Henley, & Furnham, 1988), and hypertension, peptic ulcers,
asthma, dermatitis and migraine (Furnham, 1989). The factor structures found in these
studies were very similar and included such curative influences as inner control,
receiving help, understanding, social consequences, avoidance, physical basis and fate.
Understandably, subjects in these studies assigned different importance to each factor as

to its perceived curative efficacy in relation to different disorders.

The general conclusion to be drawn is that, for the British samples, the 24 curative items
tended to coalesce into almost identical factor structures despite the fact that they related
to different types of problems. This suggests that, with respect to cures (and, as the
authors suggest, perhaps causes as well) British lay people perceive consistent underlying
curative dimensions for overcoming psychological or psychologically related disorders.
Most germane to the current research is the finding that Britons endorsed receiving
help, understanding (of the disorder), and inner control as most important to
overcoming depression, and fate as the least important curative factor. If the relationship
berween cures and causes 1s as direct as suggested by these authors, this would imply that
their subjects perceived psychosocial factors, informational factors and lack of inner
control as principal causal agents in depression and that fate plays little role in causing

the disorder.

Foulks, Persons and Merkel (1986) examined the structure of, and the relationship
berween American psychiatric outpatients’ causal beliefs of mental disorder and their
compliance with therapy. Using the Cause of Illness Inventory, which they created for
this study, they found that the patients in their study held significantly more causal
beliefs that were congruent with current ‘medical’ (bio-psycho-social) theories of mental

disorder than ‘non-medical’ (superstitious, alternative) beliefs. Medical beliefs included
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such things as emotidnal upset, psychological problems, tension in the family and
childhood problems. Non-medical beliefs included such. things as fate, God’s will, sins,

unclean surroundings and dampness.

Foulks, Persons and Merkel’s (1986) research revealed that individuals subscribing to
more ‘medical’ beliefs attended more therapy sessions and were less likely to terminate
therapy prematurely and/or without consulting their therapist than were those who
subscribed to more ‘non-medical’ causal beliefs. They said it was interesting that
although all of their subjects endorsed at least some ‘medical’ causes, nearly one third
also endorsed non-medical causes as wéll. This would seem to indicate that while the
majority of their subjects held causal theories of mental disorder similar to current bio-
psycho-social notions, a significant proportion concurrently held superstitious and/or

alternative causal beliefs.

One difficulty with the Foulks, Persons and Merkel (1986) study is that the researchers
combined subjects with. many diff;arent disorders into one group. It is likely that subjects
suffering from schizophrenia hold different beliefs about the cause of their disorder than
subjects suffering from affective disorders. While their sample size did not allow for such
fine discriminations it would be useful to examine whether diagnosis would distinguish

between individuals holding different constellations of causal beliefs.

Serota (1987) examined transcripts of interviews with first-episode psychotic patients in
Hawaii about the nature and causes of their disorder. She found significant differences
based on ethnicity and diagnosis. In terms of ethnicity, Serota found that Hawaiians and
Filipinos, more than Caucasians or Japanese, reported that their disorders were of a
spiritual or magical nature. Patients with affective psychoses interpreted the nawre of
their disorders as psychological and that they were caused by psychosocial life stresses.
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In contrast, those suffering from schizophrenic or schizophreniform disorders did not
recognise their illnesses as mental disorders and offered bizarre and psychotic ideational
aetiological formulatioms. This reinforces the notion that culture exerts an important
influence on causal attributions and that diagnosis and/or the severity of the symptoms

being experienced by thxe individual also changes these perceptions.

Two of the other studies worthy of mention in the current context are those of Joseph
Westermeyer and Romald Wintrob (1979), and of Gerald Resner and Joseph Hartog
(1970). These were among the first psychiatric anthropological studies of lay people’s
causal beliefs about mental disorder. Resner and Hartog spent two years in urban and
rural Malaysia collectinng causal concepts about mental disorder. They found that their
informants held similar causal beliefs to those held by lay people in the West. These
beliefs included such things as heredity, congenital difficulues, stress, and contagion.
They were surprised at the parallelism between both the urban and rural Malay beliefs
and those of members of Western cultures. While they acknowledged that the
Malaysian people held supernatural, physiological and environmental causal beliefs not
found in the West, they suggested that their findings indicate that there are certain

universal concepts about mental disorder that transcend cultures.

Westermeyer and Wintrob (1979) examined folk explanations of mental illness in rural
Laos. They found that the rural Laotians held views that varied from supernatural
causes to social problemns and psychological states. One of the most interesting findings
was that “in most cases [the informants] attributed responsibility for the ... condition to
factors outside the comtrol of the subject or the subject’s family”. The explanations
elicited for the causes of mental disorder tended to ensure that the burden of
responsibility would not preclude social support to the principal sufferer or the family.

This supposition is consonant with that offered by Kleinman (1986). He saw
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neurasthenia as a more socially acceptable mantle for depression that constituted a form
of social discourse eliciting supportive social responses without casting the victim in a
negative light. This is also congruent with the notions inherent in attribution theory
regarding individual and social responses and the assignment of responsibility for mental
illness. To wit, if the cause of mental illness is believed to be outside the sufferer’s
control, social attitudes will be more favourable and support would be more likely than

if the cause is seen as being within the sufferer’s control.

Causal Beliefs About Mental Disorder in Chinese Populations

Very few studies have examined exclusively Chinese lay theories of mental disorder.
Luk and Bond (1992) replicated Furnham and Henley’s (1988) study. They examined
the beliefs of Chinese in Hong Kong about the causes and cures for ten different
problems. This was done to determine the nature of, and the relationship between cause
and cure attributions. They also included four social problems and two psycho-
physiological problems that were considered somewhat more peculiar to the Chinese

context.

The additional social problems investigated by Luk and Bond included: using the back
door (corruption), child abuse, lack of civic responsibility, and social apathy. More
important in the current context was their inclusion of neurasthenia. Neurasthenia is
considered by Chinese to be biologically based, while most of the other problems are

considered as forms of social deviance.

There were several very interesting findings in Luk and Bond’s study. Their factor
analysis revealed only two factors for the 26 cause attributions and three factors for the
36 cure attributions. The first causal factor labelled ‘environmental/hereditary’ included

such causes as genetic predisposition, brain or nervous system problem, bad work
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environment, supernatural beings, discord with family or friends and lacks willpower.
The second causal factor was labelled “social-personal’ causes and included attributions
such as caused by some other deep-rooted problem, lacis correct information abour the
problem, low quality of life, interaction with others having the same problem and

lacking religious beliefs.

Luk and Bond’s (1992) cure factors were labelled commitment, clinical methods and
protection. The commitment factor loaded significantly on cure attributions such as
obtaining help (from family, friends and colleagues), how hard the person tries or
believes that the problem can be overcome, willpower, avoidance of things that make
the problem worse and how much courage the person has to change. Items that
coalesced under the ‘clinical methods’ factor reflected such things as whether the person
gets professional help, how much power the person’s body has to recover from diseases,
improvements in the person’s home or work environment and reductions in workloads.
Finally, the ‘protection’ cure factor subsumed items such as how intelligent the person

is, how much s/he believes in God, and how much formal education the person has.

The Luk and Bond (1992) results stood in sharp contrast to Furnham and Henley’s five-
factor solutions (Furnham, & Henley, 1988; Henley, & Furnham, 1988) for cure
attributions among British subjects. Luk and Bond speculated thar the different factor
structure was indicative that their Chinese lay subjects held a more interactional view of
the causal and cure mechanisms underlying psychological problems than their British
counterparts. In other words, Chinese subjects did not distinguish causes and cures

along such discrete internal/external or biological/psychological lines.

Luk and Bond found strong consensus regarding the curative efficacy of ‘commitment’
across all of the problems including those considered to be psycho-physiologically based.
40
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Where the British subjects endorsed outside, ‘professional’ help in particular, as crucial
for overcoming psychopathological problems, the Chinese subjects rated internal
constitutional and ‘self-help’ factors as more important in causing and curing

psychological problems.

Sinclair (1994) replicated and expanded Luk and Bond’s study. That study was an
exploration of lay beliefs of Chinese from the People’s Republic about an expanded set
of problems. Among the principal findings were more complex factor structures for
both the causes and cures (seven and eight factors respectively) than those found by
either Luk and Bond or Furnham and Henley. Further, these factors were not as clearly

interpretable as those found in any of the earlier studies.

This complexity of factor structures could have been an experimental artefact possibly
due to the inclusion of a greater number of, and a more heterogeneous set of
psychological problems. A second difficulty with the Sinclair study was that the sample
obtained was very highly educated (primarily masters and doctoral students studying at
the University of Alberta). This would have restricted the variance of responses and

therefore made factor analysis less useful in arriving at a clear underlying structure.

However, with regard to neurasthenia, Sinclair’s (1994) descriptive statistics of subjects’
endorsements of the 26 causes and 36 cures revealed a structure that was conceptually
consistent with that found by Luk and Bond (1992). With regard to this disorder,
Sinclair found that Chinese subjects endorsed internal and external, physiological and
psychological cause and cure attributions nearly equally. This suggested that these
subjects also held an interactional view of both cause and cure for neurasthenia. In other
words, they did not differentiate between various types of causes and cures as had
subjects in the Furnham and Henley studies conducted in Britain. This seemed to lend
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support to the notion that Chinese lay people hold distinctly different, and more
interactional, conceptualisations of psychological problems than those held by lay

people in the West.

Using an ethnographic approach Pearson (1993) examined the causal beliefs about
mental illness held by psychiatric patients and their family members presenting at a
Shashi city psychiatric hospiral in Hubei province of China. She used an open-ended
interview format ro elicit causal explanations for the presenting problems of 37 patients
and their accompanying family members. The problems of patients interviewed ranged
from psychotic disorders (e.g., schizophrenia, bipolar disorder) to family conflict
oriented difficulties. While Pearson also asked about help seeking, her discussion
focussed on causal explanations. The major finding with respect to help-seeking
suggested that rural residents frequently sought the help of shamanistic healers whereas

urbanites tended to eschew such assistance.

Pearson (1993) found that her interviewees endorsed primarily psychosocial and
supernatural causes. The chief cause of disorder cited by her subjects was personality
factors of the patient. This was closely followed by social problems such as family
conflict and financial worries. Additional social causes included conflicts at work or
school and problems with members of the opposite sex. Roughly 40% of relatives
suggested that supernatural intervention was the basis for the patient’s problems. It was
interesting that less than 20% of the responses reflected somatic explanations and only
one person suggested that their family member’s problem was associated with genetic

causality.

Pearson noted that the explanatory model of mental illness held by the patients’
relatives was in stark contrast to the beliefs held by the practitioners with whom she
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conducted the interviews. These doctors held primarily biomedical causes to be
responsible for the mental disorder of these patients and rejected psychosocial causal
explanations. Pearson argues that this indicates a significant need for modifications to
medical education to include more psychosocial understanding of mental illness and that
Chinese families need much more attention, information and support from physicians

since families are the primary providers of care for mentally ill persons in China.

Causal Beliefs About Depression

Among the earliest and most widely cited examinations of ‘lay’ theories of depression
was the series of studies conducted by Vicky Rippere (19772, 1977b, 1977c, 1979, 1980a,
1980b, 1980c, 1980d, 1981a, 1981b). Several authors (e.g., Kuyken, Brewin, Power, &
Furnham, 1992) have criticised these studies as not reflecting actual lay beliefs. The main
reason for the criticism is that all of her ‘lay’ samples included (and some were totally
constituted of) undergraduate and graduate students in psychology, and an array of
medical doctors, psychologists, psychiatrists and social workers. In other words, many
of her subjects were likely highly knowledgeable about mental health and would have
scientifically or professionally informed ideas about the subject of depression. None of
these samples could realistically be said to represent the naive or ‘lay’ perspective with
respect to depression. Thus, it is unlikely that their opinions etc. would reflect the

‘common stock of social knowledge’ about the disorder.

This criticism is valid with respect to the studies in which Rippere purports to tap
‘common sense’ or ‘every-day’ understandings of depression. However, in her earlier
studies Rippere (1977b) states that she deliberately used undergraduate psychology
students, the “most frequently tapped sources of psychological data” (p. 58) to point out

that even without extensive training they already possessed sophisticated knowledge of
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depression. Her point being, that the a priori ‘everyday’ knowledge undergraduate
students possess is not taken into account by other depression researchers employing
such subjects and may, consequently, compromise the validity of their studies. It could
be added in this context that Rippere herself failed to take into account the degree to
which these students knowledge may, given their area of interest, have been informed

by formal theories acquired prior to attending university.

A second conceptual and methodological shortcoming is that nowhere in any of her
studies of depression, does Rippere define the term for her subjects (or her readers).
However, her discussions suggest, it is the (formal) ‘disorder’ depression with which
these studies are concerned. Therefore, it is equally likely that people in her studies may
have been generating, reacting to, or rating these ‘common-sense’ ideas about the
emotion, the symptom, the illness and/or the disease of ‘depression’. In this respect,
Rippere’s work serves more to obfuscate than inform our understanding of lay theories

of depression.

Given these caveats, below is a brief summary the collective findings of the Rippere
studies. Rippere asserts that lay people have a significant and accurate body of

knowledge about:

1) how often people get depressed

2) how depressed they usually are when they say they are depressed
3) how long the feelings of depression will last

4) whart sorts of things make them feel more depressed

5) how often they try to do something about feeling depressed

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



6) how often they find what they do helpful
7) the type of strategies people will employ to mitigate their depression
8) how useful they find these strategies

Rippere further suggests that this knowledge extends beyond personal information to
the prediction of other’s information and/or attitudes about depression. While Rippere
may have committed some methodological and conceptual faux pas, she succeeded in

stimulating a new avenue of research for subsequent scholars in the study of depression.

Given some of the later findings (discussed below), it may also be suggested thar, at least
in the West, lay people hold causal theories of depression that are highly congruent with
those currentdy held by health care professionals. With the rapid proliferation and
dissemination of information in the various popular media, it is likely that a significant
proportion of the lay public has had some exposure to academic theories of depression.
In as far as this is true, Rippere’s work does shed some light, albeit circuitously, on true

‘lay’ causal theories of depression.

Caro, Miralles and Rippere (1983), and Miralles, Caro and Rippere (1983) conducted a
cross-cultural replication of two of Rippere’s studies (Rippere, 1977b; Rippere, 1980,
respectively). They compared Spanish lay person’s ideas about ‘what to do when feeling
depressed’ and ‘what makes depressed people feel worse’, with those of the original
British samples. While the former study would perhaps be more appropriate to the
section on help seeking research (below), for the sake of coherence the two studies are

presented together.
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Caro, Miralles and Rippere (1983) reported that the British subjects produced a greater
number (731) of responses than did the Spanish subjects (137) to the question ‘whar is
the thing to do when you feel depressed’. There was a much higher ratio of consensual
(items mentioned by more than one subject) to non-consensual responses (items
mentioned by only one subject) among the British group (87.2% consensual to 12.8%
non-consensual) than their Spanish counterparts (25.0% consensual to 75.0% non-

consensual).

As might be expected from the sheer numbers of responses, an analysis of the items into
superordinate categories also revealed a wider scope in the British sample’s responses
than in those of the Spanish sample. British subjects produced antidepressive behaviours
that resolved into seven loosely defined conceptual groups called: Activity and work;
Self-care and maintenance; Pharmacological; Cognitive and affective experience;
Aesthetics, entertainment and contemplation; Help and comfort seeking; and
Avoidance. By comparison, the Spanish group produced responses fitting into only

three major categories (Activity and work; Cognitive; and Help and comfort seeking).

An analysis of the items overall revealed significant overlap among the most frequently
cited antidepressive behavioural alternatives across the samples. Caro, Miralles and
Rippere suggested that this reflected a “core of antidepressive behaviour which crosses
the particular [cultural and linguistic] boundaries in question” (p. 481). The non-
overlapping items showed that the British sample included a greater number of
‘qualifiers’ (e.g., ‘it depends on what is causing the depression’ or ‘it depends on how
depressed one is’). A second difference in the non-overlapping items was the emphasis
on different forms of avoidance. The British subjects suggested avoiding different
people, places or situations that may be depressogenic, whereas the Spanish subjects

preferred to simply avoid thinking about being depressed. One conclusion to be drawn
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from this result is that the British subjects emphasised external (e.g., environmental
manipulations) means of overcoming depression, while the Spanish subjects felr that
depression could be overcome through cognitive means (E.g., simply changing one’s

thinking).

Regarding factors that exacerbate depression, Miralles, Caro and Rippere (1983) reported
results similar to those of Caro, Miralles and Rippere (1983). The British sample
produced a greater number (351) of responses than did the Spanish sample (86) to the
question “when you are feeling depressed, what sort of things can make you feel worse’.
As with the first study, Britsh subjects showed a higher ratio of consensual (61.9%) to
non-consensual (38.1%) responses than did their Spanish counterparts (20.4% consensual

to 79.6% non-consensual).

The authors suggest that the greater number of responses and the consensus evidenced
in the British sample may reflect 2 more extensive and more organised body of
common-sense knowledge of depression in this population than among the Spanish.
They speculate that this may be due to the long tradition in English literature of
speaking abourt issues of dealing with depression, versus a relative poverty of such
references in the Spanish literature. They also postulated that the greater number of self-
help style books (e.g., popular home medical guides) in Britain versus Spain may have
led 10 a wider availability among the British subjects of concepts about what to do and

what not to do when depressed.

Since the replications do not provide detailed information (e.g., level of education,
occupation, etc.) about the Spanish samples used, it is not possible to determine the
effect of such characteristics on the data reported. However, it is possible that if the
Spanish sample was not constituted of health professionals (as were the two British
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comparison groups), this could account for the very wide discrepancies reported. In
other words, if as a result of education and professional orientation the Britons had
extensive knowledge of depression and the Spanish did not, then the effects seen in the
data would be an artefact of the sampling procedure rather than true cultural differences
in knowledge of depression. Unfortunately, given the paucity of specific information in

these two articles, this question remains unanswerable.

Following Rippere’s lead with a somewhat stronger conceptual and methodological
approach to the topic’, Furnham and Kuyken (1991) surveyed British lay people and
had them rate 32 causal attributions and five current scientific theories about the cause
of depression. Using factor analysis the 32 causes resolved into six factors. These
included social deprivation, interpersonal difficulties, traumatic experiences, affective
deprivations, negative self-image, and interpersonal loss. Their subjects showed a
relatively strong consensus regarding the influence of these six factors and in their
endorsement of the scientific theories. In terms of the academic theories, subjects most
strongly endorsed cognitive and learned-helplessness causal theories of depression and

they rated biological-genetic and behavioural theories lowest.

Interestingly, those who had reported a prior episode of depression rated 86.5% of the
32 auributions as more important than those who reported no prior experience of
depression (27.8% of these rating differences reached statistical significance). Items that
differentiated most significantly between the two groups were such things as being

lonely, lacking friends and difficulties with their ‘significant other’. Overall, the loss of a

* These authors provided subjects with a clear description of whar the term “depression’ was referring to in the context
of the study. They employed a true ‘lay’ sample to derive items to be included in their questionnaire. Finally, 86.1%
of their sample was constituted of individuals with no formal training related to depression and the data from the
remaining 13.9% of the sample, subjects who had extensive professional knowledge of depression, was analysed
separately.

48

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



spouse, rape and discovering one had a terminal illness were rated highest by these lay

subjects as a causes of depression.

Furmnham and Kuyken (1991) found that the causal explanations, as generated and
endorsed by these lay people, contained many components that are consistent with
academic theories of depression (e.g., learned helplessrress and cognitive theories).
Further, previous experience with depression had a sigmificant impact on subjects’

ratings of the various causal attributions.

One year later, Kuyken, Brewin, Power and Furnham (1992) examined the beliefs about
depression held by depressed patients, clinical psychologists and lay people in Great
Britain. These researchers found that depressed and non-depressed lay people held very
similar beliefs about the causes of depression to those of clinical psychologists. These
causes included such things as biological factors, response to loss, unfulfilled desires-

hopes-ambitions, childhood difficulties, etc.

Among Kuyken et al’s (1992) principal findings was, that depressed patients were more
likely than either clinical psychologists or non-depressed lay people to endorse
biological theories of causality. They also found that while clinical psychologists
believed that childhood factors and unconscious factors were important causes of
depression, they were less likely than depressed or non-depressed lay subjects to endorse
the utility of psychodynamic interventions. On one hand, this latter finding may simply
reflect a predilection among psychologists toward cognitive-behavioural techniques in
the treatment of depression because of their training. On the other hand, it suggests that
while psychologists may endorse a particular causal mechanism in depression, such

beliefs do not necessarily dictate their therapeutic approach.
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Kuyken et al (1992) suggested that the high endorsement of biological causality by
depressed patients might relieve them of responsibility for the cause and/or cure of their
disorder and justify their acceptance of pharmacological interventions. Conversely, they
also surmised that this preference for biological causal beliefs might have resulted from
patients having been given biological explanations of their depression by helping
professionals as rationale for being given antidepressant drugs to alleviate their
symptoms. Thus, it is difficult to disentangle the cause and effect relationship between
beliefs and other factors such as treatment history. In this connection, it would be
interesting to observe whether depressed patients treated exclusively with a particular
intervention (e.g., psychodynamic, or cognitive, or pharmacological therapies) would
show a different preference for causal explanations as a function of the therapeutic

approach.

In sum, methodological considerations aside, the research on causal beliefs reveals
several things. First, as with mental health problems generally, lay people have an
extensive, sophisticated and relatively consensual understanding of the causal
mechanisms at play in depression that is not very different from that contained in
current academic theories. Second, culture seems to play a significant role in shaping this
corpus of knowledge. Third, and finally, the experience of depression itself, and/or the
therapies applied to depression may play a significant role in shaping lay beliefs about

what causes depression.

Help Seeking Research

Many studies have addressed the issue of help seeking. Most of the early research
focussed on help seeking preferences or behaviours of immigrants or minority groups

compared to those of a particular host population. These were primarily ‘utilisation’
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studies examining epidemiological and hospital/clinic admission data. They focussed on
help seeking patterns in order to contrast utilisation of mental health resources among
the various groups under study. Later studies were conducted primarily within
homogeneous populations using ethnographic or survey methods. These studies were
undertaken to tease out how particular factors such as somatisation, patient attitudes,
availability of mental health services, culture, and/or type of setting may influence help
seeking by a given group.

Another differentiating feature in this body of research is the underlying questions the
researchers meant to address. The utilisation studies focused on the question of whether
or not there was a pattern of under-use (or overuse) of mental health services by a
particular segment of the population. This research was targeted at the question of
utilisation, more or less in isolation from the reasons for it. The questions often
addressed by the more ‘ethnographic’ studies that focus on beliefs was ‘if not mental
health services, then where are these people going for help’ and ‘why may there be a
preference for a particular source’. In the uulisation studies, researchers simply
speculated about the reasons for under-use of mental health resources. The ethnographic
studies addressed these reasons more directly. In this section, I review some of the
utilisation-type studies, however, I will focus primarily on the latter studies because of
their emphasis on, and elucidation of factors such as belief systems and their influence

on help seeking.

Help Seeking in Non-Chinese or Mixed Populations

In one of the more comprehensive cross-cultural examinations of mental health service
utilisation in the US, Snowden and Cheung (1990) reviewed evidence from large-scale

epidemiological research and found significant differences based on race and ethnicirty.

51

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



They reported that African-Americans and Native-Americans were more likely than
White-Americans to be hospitalised for psychiatric disorders. African-Americans, more
than Whites, received diagnoses of schizophrenia. The reverse was true for diagnoses
involving affective disorders. While Asian-Americans were less likely than whites to be
hospitalised, they remained in hospital for longer periods of time. Snowden and Cheung
speculated that such differences in utlisation might have been due to several factors.
These included such things as differences in treatment careers, socio-economic status,
rates of psychopathology, help seeking strategies and culturally-based biases in
diagnoses. In Snowden and Cheung’s analysis, no single factor was viewed as dominant.
Instead, they pointed to the likelihood that these factors probably interacted to produce
the observed differences, and that research into the effects of each, separately and in
combination, was needed. This study focussed purely on patterns of utilisation and only

speculated as to the reasons for these patterns.

In one of the first studies of its kind, Sue (1977) examined the patterns of help seeking
and mental health service utilisation by members of minority groups in Seatte. He
found that African-Americans and American Indians overused mental health services by
comparison with their Asian-American and White counterparts. Asian-Americans were
found to use mental health services least often and, as with the other non-white groups
(even when demographic and socio-economic characteristics were held constant),
dropped out of therapy after a only one session in about 50% of the cases (compared

with 30% rate for White Americans).

Sue (1977) speculated that the observed differences were a function of several factors. On
one hand, some of the under-utilisation may have been accounted for by non-lient
variables such as mental health professional’s perceptions of and reactions to minority

clients, patterns of diagnoses and approaches used in treatment. On the other hand, Sue
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suggested that these differences could also be explained in terms of patient and family
problem definition, differential tolerance of deviant behaviour and actual or perceived
stigma associated with mental illness among the various groups studied. Most
significantly, the results of this study emphasised the influence of culture in the help
seeking and therapy processes. Sue asserted that client therapist match in areas such as
race and language, and therapist training in multicultural awareness was needed in order

to improve service delivery to ethnic minority clients in the United States.

Sue, Fujino, Hu, Takeuchi and Zane (1991) replicated and extended the Sue (1977)
study. They found that the effects of ethnicity on the utilisation of mental health
services had persisted, although the effect was somewhat attenuated. Perhaps more
importantly, they found partial support for Sue’s (1977) assertions regarding client-
therapist match. They found that matching therapist and client for ethnicity and
language (for ESL or non-English speaking patients) significantly predicted a lengthier

stay in therapy and, in parrt, positive treatment outcome for minority-group patients.

Lin, Tardiff, Donetz and Goresky (1978) conducted one of the first studies of help
seeking behaviour that included Chinese subjects in Canada. Their study was
retrospective and examined the pathways travelled by Anglo-Saxons and middle-
Europeans, Chinese, and First-Nations patients to psychiatric treatment. The principal
findings of their research were that the Anglo and European patients were referred
earliest, and to multple sources of mental and social help. Of the three groups, the
Chinese remained sequestered within the family for the longest time. They sought, or
were referred by family members for, psychiatric help latest in the progression of their
disorder when the prognosis for swift and complete recovery was poorest. Chinese with
mental disorders were also first referred to multiple sources of medical help before

finally reaching psychiatric treatment. The First Natons group was intermediate,
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between the Anglo-Europeans and the Chinese, in terms of where in the progression of
disorder they received psychiatric help and were principally referred for psychiatric
treatment by outside agencies. The results of this study added to the mounting evidence
for a significant role of ethnicity in help seeking. It also linked in a more substantial way
the perceptions and tolerance of mental disorder, and of the patient, to the pathway to
psychiatric help. Chinese families were willing to tolerate exceptional levels of deviant

behaviour before seeking outside help for their mentally ill members.

Lin, Inui, Kleinman and Womack (1982) employed semi-structured interviews and
questionnaires to examine the socio-cultural factors that influence help seeking among
Whire-, African- and Asian-Americans. They conceptualised the help seeking process in
two interrelated ways. The first involved viewing help seeking as a process that involved
two stages: 1) the time from onset to first contact with mental health professionals
(termed ‘contact-delay’); and 2) the time from onset to entry into treatment (termed
‘treatment-delay’). The second involved conceptualising help seeking in terms of three
patterns. Pattern A was characterised by persistent involvement of family, traditional
health care methods, community leaders/resources and reluctance to accept psychiatric
help. Pattern B was characterised by early self or family referral, multiple contacts with
general and mental health providers, and utilisation of psychiatric services. Pattern C
was characterised by utilisation of mental health services with referral by legal or social
agencies (Lin, Inui, Kleinman, & Womack, 1982, p.79). The reader will notice that this
latter tripartite conceptualisation of the help seeking process is the same as that defined

by Lin, Tardiff, Donetz and Goresky (1978) in their Canadian study.

The most striking finding in this study was the influence of ethnicity on the pathway to
psychiatric services. Asian patients were predominantly categorised as following the

pattern A pathway. White-Americans were found to follow pattern B. African-
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Americans were equally likely to follow pattern B or C. This study supported and
extended Lin, Tardiff, Donetz and Goresky’s (1978) Canadian findings regarding
ethnicity and help seeking. It further reinforces the notion that Asian ethnicity is
significantly related to a propensity toward alternative sources of help for mental health

problems.

Hall and Tucker (1985) examined the relationship between ethnicity, beliefs about
mental illness and attitudes toward seeking psychological help among 513 African-
American and White-American school teachers. They elected to examine the attitudes of
teachers because they “are in a position of influencing attitudes and behaviors of the

masses” (p. 908).

Hall and Tucker’s (1985) results revealed some significant similarities and differences
associated with race. They found that their White-American and African-American
subjects did not differ in their attitude toward seeking psychological help. However,
roughly twice as many White-American (27.41%) than African-American subjects
(14.58%) reported having done so. The study also revealed some significant differences
in their subjects’ conceptions about mental disorder. White-American teachers held
views more congruent with those of mental health professionals than did their African-
American counterparts. Hall and Tucker suggested that the significantly greater
tendency among their African-American teachers to endorse willpower as a cure for
mental illness may indicate that these subjects would have difficulty in adopting the role

of client since it may be perceived as a sign of personal weakness.

Sussman, Robins and Earls (1987) focussed on help seeking, specifically for depression,
among African-Americans and White-Americans. Using epidemiological data on
depression, they examined the relationship between help seeking and symptom severity,
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attitudes and beliefs about depression and therapy. When it came to severe, prolonged
and/or frequent depressive symptoms, there was no difference in the likelihood that
either group would seek professional help. However, fewer of the African-Americans
who met the research criteria for a diagnosis of depression had sought such assistance.
Concomitantly, African-Americans, overall, were less likely than their White-American

counterparts to evaluate a problem as relevant for professional help.

Sussman, Robins and Earls (1987) speculated that social comparison might have played a
role in the lower propensity of African-Americans to construe a problem as warranting
professional intervention. The implication is that, on average, the less severe symptoms
of depression may be less salient and, thus, more tolerated in the African-American
community due to their higher prevalence among members of this population®.
Similarly, they reported that their data suggested it was fear of treatment and
hospitalisation, more than fear of stigma, which prevented African-Americans from

seeking help.

Help Seeking in Chinese Populations

There is a relative paucity of research examining help seeking in Chinese populations
outside of North America. Unlike the research reviewed for non-Chinese and mixed

populations, an exhaustive search of the literature failed to uncover studies that used an

¥ A major difficulty exists with the social comparison-prevalence argument posed by Sussman, Robins and Earls
(1987). Thar is, one would expect social comparison to play a similar role in limiting the propensity to evaluare
depressive symptoms as warranting professional intervertion in other populations in which depressive symptoms
are similarly prevalent. This does not seem to be the case. For example, there is a wide literature supporting the
notion that women are about two times more likely than men to experience depressive symptoms (see Kaelber,
Moul, & Farmer, 1995 for a cornprehensive review). However, in our society women are more likely than men to
seek help for depression (Brems, 1995; Horwitz, 1977). Therefore, it seems more likely thar African-Americans may
be generally more tolerant of the low-level symptoms of depression than their White-American counterparts. In
either case, it seems clear that culture and the level (severity, persistence and frequency) of symptoms plays a
significant role in whether an individual will seek help to overcome depression.

56

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



epidemiological approach to examine help seeking or mental health service utilisation
within exclusively Chinese populations. The studies described below principally use the
ethnographic approach mentioned above and address the help seeking question from

several different perspectives.

Ying and Miller (1992) examined the help seeking behaviour and attitudes toward
psychological problems among a community sample of Chinese-Americans as mediated
by their acculturation level, demographic characteristics and mental health status. They
found a significant effect of several variables on actual help seeking and on attitude
toward seeking mental health services. Among the 13.3% who reported having sought
mental health services, a greater numbers of physical symptoms, coming close to
experiencing a nervous breakdown at sometime, having a family member being treated
for a psychological disorder and being American born most strongly predicted accessing
mental health services. A positive attitude toward seeking mental health services among
those who had not done so, was most strongly predicted by subjects having higher

English ability, being younger and married and by a lower SES.

Ying and Miller (1992) concluded that attitude toward help seeking reflected a more
general propensity rather than an accurate predictor of who would and who would not
seek out mental health services. In addition, arttitude exerted less influence than the
presence of need (as reflected in having more symptoms) on actual help seeking
behaviour. In other words, when need was present the other characteristics of the
individual became less influential in determining help seeking behaviour. While both
showed a positive relationship with help seeking, it was interesting that the presence of
physical symptoms was such a strong predictor of help seeking compared to the level of
depressive symptoms (measured by the CES-D).

57

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



This tends to support the widely reported somatic symptom component among
Chinese with psychological problems. In this regard Ying and Miller (1992) suggested
that this finding illustrates the significant need for closer co-ordination between mental
health professionals and front line medical practitioners in providing appropriate and
effective mental health interventions to their Chinese patients. In addition, acculturation
level, in the form of English fluency and being American born, also influenced
behaviour and attitude, with greater acculturation having a positive impact on both.
Thus, it was suggested that mental health education might be best directed at venues

such as the ESL classroom (Ying, & Miller, 1992).

To examine the perceived problems and help seeking preferences of Chinese immigrants
in Canada, Christensen (1987) created a questionnaire that addressed 43 different
problems understood to affect this group. None of the problems included in the
questionnaire could be clearly defined as psychiatric disorders. Rather, the questionnaire
primarily consisted of interpersonal problems (e.g., marriage/love relationships,
problems with children, language problems) and some items that may be symptomatic
of psychological disturbance (e.g., don’t want to go on living, feeling worthless/useless,

problems sleeping/bad dreams).

Briefly, Christensen (1987) found that, for the majority of subjects, family or friends
were the preferred sources of help for both psychological and interpersonal problems.
The survey also revealed that males would choose other family members (members of
extended family) and females would choose friends as their second option when looking

for assistance.

Several authors (e.g., New, & Wagson, 1983) have suggested that Chinese immigrants in
Canada and elsewhere are likely more in need of psychological services due to the
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pressures of immigration and of minority status. The group studied by Christensen
(1987), had been in Canada for an average of 9 years, and 27% said that they were aware
of ‘mainstream’ services. Although they were in the minority, some of Christensen’s
subjects indicated that they had experienced problems that are symptomatic of
depression (e.g., feeling powerless, feeling of ‘going crazy’, don’t want to go on living,
feeling worthless/useless, problems sleeping). For such problems, family and friends
were the preferred resources when subjects indicated they would seek help. For several
items such as ‘alcohol or drug problems’ or “feeling of going crazy’, over 60% of
Christensen’s subjects indicated that they would not go to anyone for help. Thus, for
this group of Chinese people, the findings are consistent with those seen in other
studies. Family and friends are the first, and in some instances, the only source of help
they would consider, even for problems that are suggestive of severe psychiatric
difficulties. Mainstream services, for whatever reason, are considered either not
appropriate, not effective and/or undesirable by those experiencing significantly

debilitating symptoms.

Cheung and Lau (1982) examined the influence of setting on Hong Kong Chinese
subjects” verbal reports of symptoms and previous help seeking behaviour. The main
objective of the study was to determine if the setting in which the patients were seen
influenced their tendency to emphasise somatic or psychological symptoms during
consultation (verbal help seeking behaviour). However, they also examined the helping
resources subjects had approached prior to attending the particular medical setting
involved in the study. They interviewed new cases at a hospital psychiatric outpatient
clinic (n=75), a prison psychiatric observation unit (n=80) and a general medical

outpatient clinic (n=37).
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In the context of the current research, two categories of Cheung and Lau’s (1982)
findings are most germane. First, they found that while the majority (64%) of
psychiatric outpatients presented with somatic symptoms as their principal reason for
consultation, only 26.7% presented somatic symptoms exclusively. The remainder of
the sample presented mixed somatic and psychological symptoms or psychological
symptoms exclusively. On the other hand, the prison psychiatric clinic attendees
presented almost exclusively psychological symptoms (80.8%) and none presented
somatic symptoms exclusively. As would be expected, the general medical clinic subjects
cited almost exclusively somatic symptoms as their reason for seeking help. Only 8.1%

of this group presented a mixture of psychological and somatic symptoms.

Cheung and Lau (1982) suggested thar this finding was evidence of a significant effect of
setting on patients’ verbal help seeking behaviour. Patients at the general medical clinic
would expect help for, and therefore express only somatic concerns. Those attending
the prison psychiatric facility were not expecting help for, and therefore did not express
somatic concerns. In terms of the psychiatric clinic, the situation would be perceived as
somewhat ambiguous. This was a medical setting staffed with medical doctors.
However, it was a setting geared toward treating mental or psychological difficulties.
Cheung and Lau believed that this might have been why these subjects described a

mixed set of symptoms including psychological and somatic concerns.

The second, and perhaps more germane, aspect of Cheung and Lau’s (1982) findings was
the pattern of previous help seeking behaviour described by the psychiatric outpatients.
This was dominated by consultations with Western medical doctors (73.3%) followed
by Chinese herbalists (29.3%) and Chinese worshipping (12.0%). Acupuncturists were
cited as a source of consultation by only eight percent of these patients and, remarkably,

friends were previously consulted by only 2.7%.
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Also worth mention is the fact that, consistent with findings of other studies (e.g., Lin,
Tardiff, Donetz and Goresky, 1978), the Chinese psychiatric patients studied by Cheung
and Lau (1982) were a long-suffering group. Over half of them had suffered with their
symptoms for over one year, and nearly ten percent had endured for over nine years
before seeking psychiatric help for the first time. These subjects followed a circuitous

and often lengthy path to psychiatric help that could be characterised as a pattern A in
Lin’s typology.

It is important to remember that Lin, Tardiff, Donetz, and Goresky, (1978) and Lin,
Inui, Kleinman, & Womack, (1982) conducted their studies in Canada and the US
(respectively). The availability of mental health services in these two settings is much
greater than in Hong Kong (Cheung, 1986) where Cheung and Lau did their research.
The fact that this pattern is repeated in an entirely different social context is interesting.
It suggests that the pattern A help seeking approach may be more a function of Chinese
culture (e.g., general reluctance to admit or seek help for psychiatric problems, social
stigma, etc.) and/or a lack of familiarity with available mental health resources than

with their actual availability.

Fanny Cheung (1984) also examined the help seeking preferences of Chinese university
students in Hong Kong in relation to the type of problem for which help is sought. She
presented her subjects with the 22 problems on the Langner scale (Langner 1962, cited in
Cheung 1984) and had them rate the degree to which they would be willing to seek help
for each problem. The problems on the Langner scale were later categorised into four
groups: psychological, psychophysiological, physiological and ambiguous. She also
asked them whom they would consult for help for each problem. Subjects’ responses

regarding sources of help were categorised into seven groups: family, friend/schoolmate,
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teacher/adviser, religious personnel, doctor, or mental health professional (psychiatrist,

psychologist or social worker).

Overall (Cheung, 1984) found that these students were not likely to seek help from
outside sources. On all but two of the problems, more than 50% of the students
indicated their unwillingness to seek help. For those students who said they would seek
help for their problems, medical doctors were preferred. Females were more likely to
than males to seek help from friends and family. For a small subset of problems, males,
more than females, showed a marked preference for medical doctors as sources of help.
For all categories except psychological problems, family was rated intermediate (though

low) berween medical doctors and friends in level of preference.

For psychological problems, friends were the most frequently cited resource of
preference. Cheung (1984) suggested that this preference for friends’ help with
psychological problems might reflect the developmental stage of these primarily young
undergraduate students. Across all categories of problems, mental health professionals
were the least frequently cited source of help. Again, this could be a function of lack of

familiarity with or general reluctance to seek such help.

Cheung’s (1984) results strongly reinforce the notion that the perception of the cause or
nature of the problem exerts a significant effect on the resources that people are willing
to approach for help. If the assertion of Kleinman (1986) and others regarding the
Chinese tendency toward a somatic conceptualisation of depressive illness is even
partally valid, it is likely thart this would predispose Chinese patients to seek biomedical

help for depression.
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Examining a different population and context, Cheung, Lau and Wong (1984) studied
the pathways that psychiatric patients 100k to arrive at either a private or a public
psychiatric clinic for consultation. There was a significant difference in the nature of
problems prominent at each clinic. The public clinic treated a majority of individuals
experiencing problems with more florid and persistent symptoms (e.g., schizophrenia),
while the private clinic seemed to attract patients experiencing problems with
symptoms that, while still debilitating, were somewhat less overt and often followed a

more variable course (e.g., neurotic depression).

Cheung Lau and Wong’s (1987) subjects reported a widely varying array of help seeking
patrerns. In terms of their initial ways of coping, the main finding was that patients in
the private clinic were more likely than their counterparts in the public clinic to
attempt  self-directed resolutions to their problems. Self-directed psychological
approaches included such things as doxng nothing, avoidance, and change in social
lifestyle. Self-directed somatic approaches included such things as change in physical
lifestyle and self-medication. A majority of public patients reported that they
approached a professional (usually medical) resource in the initial phase of their help

seeking, while only a minority of the private patients reported having done so.

In terms of the overall pattern of consultation with external resources, the vast majority
of both public and private clinic patients reported they had consulted with Western
medical doctors. Differences arose whem other forms of outside help were examined.
Traditional Chinese medicine was choser by 21.4% of the private clinic patients, and by
15.5% of public clinic patients. The most dramatic difference in resource usage between
these two groups of patients was in their use of folk religion (e.g., attending temples or
consulting fortune tellers); 12.5% of private clinic patients but only 3.1 percent of public

clinic patients utilised such resources.
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While Cheung, Lau and Wong (1984) used only the public/private distinction to
differentiate their subjects, it is important to note that help seeking patterns in this study
may also have been fundamentally influenced by the various diagnostic categories and
socio-economic status of the patients. It is very likely that the help seeking behaviour of
individuals suffering from schizophrenia (more frequently seen in the public clinic)
would be different from those with neurotic depression (more frequently seen in the

private clinic).

Finally, individuals from higher socio-economic backgrounds in Hong Kong have a
wider range of helping options available to them than do those from lower socio-
economic status groups. Thus, it is not surprising that the private clinic patients pursued
such options as TCM etc. with greater frequency than their public clinic counterparts.
Given that such resources were not provided for in the public health system of Hong
Kong, they would incur greater cost to the patient than would the Western medical
treatments that were provided in the public system. Cheung, Lau and Wong (1984)
made reference to the issue of availability and cost in contrasting their own findings
with those of Kleinman (1982) (reviewed below) with respect to the utilisation of TCM

and folk healing in China and Hong Kong.

Thus, the differences in patterns of help seeking seen in this and the other studies
reviewed above cannot be viewed from a one-dimensional perspective. Instead, we must
consider a wide range of factors as influental in shaping help seeking behaviours. The
interplay of factors such as ethnic and demographic characteristics, socio-economic
status, diagnosis, symptom severity and/or conspicuousness, treatment history, and
causal beliefs, among others all must be taken into account when we try to predict

where people with psychological problems will go for help. We will now turn to a
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group of studies that attempt to take into account such interactions by examining both

causal beliefs and help seeking.

Causal Beliefs and Help Seeking

The majority of the last group of studies reviewed here is closest to the current research
because of the emphasis on the interaction of causal beliefs and help seeking. While they
may, in some cases, take the utilisation research base as a point of departure, these
researchers emphasise the phenomenological and survey approaches to the study of
causal beliefs and help seeking. In so doing, it is believed that they come closer to
illuminating the nature and the interdependence of these two aspects of the overall

process as they relate to depression.

Causal Beliefs and Help Seeking in Non-Chinese and Mixed Populations

In an approach similar to that employed in the current research Narikiyo and Kameoka
(1992) used a combination of vignettes and questionnaires to examine causal beliefs and
help seeking preferences of Japanese-American and White-American university students
in Hawaii. Their subjects read vignettes describing either a male or a female suffering
from either schizophrenia or depression. Subjects were then asked to respond to three
questionnaires about the cause of the disorder, the possible types of help and the sources
of help that would be best for the person in the vignette. Finally, they were asked what
sources of help they would use if they were experiencing the disorder in question and

whether they knew family or friends who had accessed mental health resources. The
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authors examined the effect of ethnicity, gender (of the character in the vignette) and

severity'' on subjects’ causal beliefs and associated help seeking preferences.

Narikiyo and Kameoka (1992) found that, compared to their White-American
counterparts, Japanese-American students were more likely to attribute mental illness to
social or psychological causes. These included causes such as problems with other
people, having a weak mind and keeping problems to him/herself. Interestingly, the
White-American subjects endorsed physiological causes such as diet and heredity to a
greater degree than Japanese-American subjects. Regarding the influence of severity of
disorder, there was no difference between the two groups. Both Japanese and White
American subjects saw psychotherapy, medication and the assistance of psychiatrists and
psychologists as more important in overcoming schizophrenia than depression. The
gender of the stimulus person did have an effect on subjects’ ratings of causes and type
of help. Physical illness was rated as a more important cause of the female than the male
character’s problems, and psychotherapy, change in diet and seeing a psychiatrist were

rated as more important helping resources for the female character than they were for

the male.

Finally, Narikiyo and Kameoka (1992) found that the Japanese-American subjects, more
than their White-American counterparts, preferred resolving problems on their own,
and to seek help from family members or friends. Both groups tended to endorse
psychological or psychiatric sources of help for ‘others’ (i.e., the characters in the
vignette) more than for themselves, and to rely, instead, on self, family, or friends for

resolving their own problems. There were no differences between the two ethnic groups

! ‘Severity’ in this study was operationalised by the difference in the disorder presented in the vignette, with
schizophrenia representing the most sever and depression a less severe disorder.
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in their ratings of the helpfulness of mental health professionals (psychiatrist,

psychologist, counsellor or social worker) when it came to the stimulus character.

An interesting feature of Narikiyo and Kameoka’s (1992) results was the higher
preference accorded ‘herbalists’ by the White-American subjects than that shown by the
Japanese-American subjects. This could have been an artefact of the milieu and/or of the
sample. On one hand, it &s conceivable that these White-American subjects, residing in
Hawaii, may have embraced many of what they perceive to be Asian or natve
Hawaiian cultural attitudes and practices such as herbal medicine. On the other hand,
since these were university students, it may be that these young Japanese subjects

rejected herbal remedies for fear of being viewed stereotypically.

Narikiyo and Kameoka (1992) hypothesised that the Japanese emphasis on harmony in
social relationships may lead to the inclination to attribute social causation to mental
disorder. They asserted that the greater tendency to stigmatise mental disorder, and the
burden of responsibility for maintaining face likely leads to the propensity among
Japanese-Americans toward resolving problems on their own and seeking help from
family and/or friends before pursuing professional assistance. They also suggested that
these factors likely influeniced the significantly lower reported rates of mental health

service utilisation (also fourd in the study) by the Japanese-American students.

While Narikiyo and Kameoka (1992) did not address the interaction issue directly, it is
interesting that the subjects in this study were not differentiated, in terms of help
seeking alternatives, as much by their ethnicity as on the severity of the disorder. In
general, this seems to suggest a more robust effect of the perceived nature and/or cause
of the disorder in question than of the ethnicity of the subject on help seeking
preferences. However, the main effect of ethnicity on causal beliefs and on help seeking
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attitudes (considered separately) was found to be very robust in spite of the fact that a
large proportion of their Japanese-American subjects were third and fourth generation
Americans (Narikio and Kameoka, 1992). This would seem to suggest that culturally
shaped causal beliefs and help seeking preferences are relatively persistent in the face of

acculturaton.

If this is true then the mental health community in Canada should heed the findings of
research in other countries and cultures, since many of these results may be relevant not
only to recent immigrants but also to Canadian-born minority clients several
generations removed from their immigrant progenitors. As will be seen below,
however, some studies challenge the notion of the strong trans-generational influence of

culture.

Furnham and Malik (1994) provided some evidence that raised questions about the
notion of the persistence of culture’s influence across generations. They conducted a
study highlighting the effects of acculturation, or “Westernisation’, on beliefs about
depression'? and help seeking. Their sample included British women and Asian women

(from the Indian sub-continent) of two broad age groups, ‘young and middle-aged’.

Furnham, & Malik’s (1994) results revealed that the middle-aged Asian women differed
significantly from the other three groups (middle-aged British, young British and young
Asian women) with respect to their beliefs about the causes of depression and about
anti-depressive behaviours. The middle-aged Asian women, more than the other three

groups, endorsed the statements “It is usually helpful to tell a depressed woman to ‘pull

2 It should be noted thar this study suffered from the same difficulty earlier noted in relation to the research done by
Vicki Rippere; the researchers did not provide a clear definition of depression. Therefore, it is not clear what
subjects were responding to, the emotion or the disorder.

68

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



herself together and “When feeling depressed it is more helpful to talk it over with a
family member” (Furnham, & Malik, 1994, p. 117). The nature of the beliefs endorsed
by the middle-aged Asian women laid more responsibility on the depressed individual
for the disorder and reflected the idea that depressed people should be able to get over
the disorder with little or no outside help.

Furnham and Malik (1994) asserted that this was significant evidence of the influence of
acculturation on such beliefs. They suggested that the difference in the level of
acculturation was due to the fact that all but the middle-aged Asian women had received
all or most of their education in Britain. Thus, the other three groups had spent a
greater proportion of their lives exposed to the belief system of in British culwure. They
also found that the Asian middle-aged women were less likely than the other three
groups to admit having been depressed, despite the finding that their scores were higher
on the Langner scale of psychiatric morbidity. The authors suggested that this may have

been because depression is more stigmatised in Asian culture than in British culture.

Whether there is an immediate effect of acculturation on beliefs about the causes of
depression and help seeking preferences or behaviour is stll open to question.
Utilisation studies in Canada and the United States seem to indicate that there is a
relatively persistent effect of Asian culture on help seeking behaviour. However, these
studies have not conclusively answered the question of the degree of acculturation and
its influence on these factors. What seems clear, however, is that culture exerts
significant effects on these beliefs and that the causal beliefs, in turn, shape help seeking
behaviour in demonstrable ways. In cultures that place more emphasis on such things as
willpower, self-control of emotions and that stigmatise depression, individuals are more
likely to attempt to cope with depression on their own or to turn to their immediate

social support network for help.
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Causal Beliefs and Help Seeking in Chinese Populations

As mentioned earlier, the studies reviewed below represent .attempts at varying levels to
integrate causal beliefs and help seeking. While several of these researchers did not
address this interface directly, their results are such, that these linkages are more or less
straightforward. Because of this salience to the current project, the following studies are

reviewed in somewhat more detail than those described above.

In his landmark swdy of depression and neurasthenia in China, Kleinman (1982)
conducted extensive ethnographic interviews with 100 neurasthenic outpatients at the
Hunan Medical College. Eighty-seven of these patients were diagnosed, using DSM-III
criteria, as suffering from Major Depressive Disorder. While it was not the focus of the
study, he also examined patients’ explanatory models of their disorder and their help
seeking behaviours. While Kleinman did not conduct a systematic examination of the
interaction between causal beliefs and help seeking behaviours, the data he presented is

illuminating and relevant in the current context.

The vast majority of the 100 neurasthenic patients viewed their problem as either
entirely organic or mixed organic and psychological in nature. A minority of patients
viewed their problem as primarily psychological. Interestingly the majority of
Kleinman’s (1982) patients cited psychosocial aetiologies. Sixty-one percent cited work
problems, political problems and problems associated with long separations from family
(due to work assignments in different locales) were cited by 25% of the patients. Only a
small minority attributed their problems to physiological factors, including nutritional
(9%) and genetic (5%) causes. Kleinman noted that although these patients recognised
the influence of psychosocial stressors in the aetiology of their problems, they believed

that these stressors acted directly on biological functioning. That is to say, these patients
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did not associate stress to disorder through a mechanism of a ‘psychological to somatic’
causal chain. Instead, they believed that the stress caused organic dysfunction, which in

turn caused the negative psychological symptoms they were experiencing.

Kleinman (1982) also found some very interesting features of the Hunan patients’ help
seeking approaches. Eighty-five percent of the patients indicated that they attempted
some form of self-treatment to overcome their disorder. Thirty four percent indicated
that they used self-treatment exclusively at first. The treatments included special foods,
diet, and tonics used by 76% of these subjects. Traditional Chinese and Western
medicines were used by 51% and 18% (respectively) of those who self-medicated. Thirty-
eight percent attempted to cope by using Western exercises, and 14% indicated they
tried traditional Chinese exercises. When asked what form of treatment they wanted,
40% indicated that the choice of treatment was up to the doctor. Sixteen percent asked
for TCM medicines and 12% wanted Western drugs. Only 3% of the patients requested
psychotherapy. As Kleinman noted, this was consistent with the limited knowledge of

such interventions associated with their limited availability.

Medical resources were prominent in the treatment histories of Kleinman’s (1982)
patients. Western physicians were consulted by 98% of the subjects, while 84% reported
consulting TCM physicians. Seventy-six percent of patuents indicated that they had
primarily consulted Western physicians whereas 24% consulted primarily TCM
physicians. When indicating the treatments they received in the preceding year, 58%
indicated they had received sedatives, 47% benzodiazepines and 60% received principally

TCM medications.

The combination of the various different treatment modalities is typical of help seeking
in China. This can be attributed, in part, to the official sanctioning, and the wide
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popular acceptance, of the integration of Western and Traditional forms of medicine. At
the time of Kleinman’s study, medical care was relatively inexpensive and widely
available, particularly in the larger cities (Kleinman, 1986). For these patients this may
have been a mixed blessing however. Kleinman noted that “as a group the neurasthenia
patients demonstrated a degree of illness behavior that was considered excessive by local
standards. They made on the average almost two visits to doctors per month, ... a high
figure for patients at the Hunan Medical College” (1982, p. 155). It is likely that many of
these patients experienced prolonged and inappropriate treatments that, at best, delayed
their receiving timely and effective treatment, and, at worst, could have led to
chronicity and/or iatrogenic problems, and presented a significant burden for families

and the healthcare system.

Among the most interesting findings was that 23% of these patients indicated that they
had accessed sacred ‘folk’ resources, and 14% indicated that they had resorted to
consulting shamans, sorcerers and other religious experts in attempting to overcome
their neurasthenia. These findings are remarkable for two reasons. First, the study was
conducted in Changsha, a relatively large city, where one would assume that such
resources would be less subscribed to by, ostensibly, more sophisticated urbanites.
Second, due to the Chinese government’s stern censure (at that time) of such practices, it
is surprising that urban folk practitioners would be as prevalent as this result suggests

(Kleinman, 1982; Li, & Phillips, 1990).

The final aspect of Kleinman’s (1982) study that is relevant here involves the results
found at follow-up. As part of their treatment, the patients diagnosed with depression
were given antidepressant drugs. In addition, they were given an explanation of their
disorder in terms of the biomedical model of depression and were asked to return for a

follow-up session five to six weeks later. The 71 patients who attended the follow-up
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were asked about their post-treatment help seeking, their perception of the current state

and what they called their problem.

Kleinman (1982) reported that a full 82% of the returning patients felt that their
symptoms had improved, 65% reported substantial improvement and 17% reported
slight improvement. Nine percent of these patients indicated that they had seen no
improvement in their symptoms and 10% felt their symptoms had worsened. These
reports were reasonably consonant with the assessments of these patients by physicians
who also gauged their symptoms at the time of follow-up. On the other hand, a
substantial proportion of patients reported little improvement, no improvement or
worsening in the family, work and other problems that had accompanied their
depression. In this regard, Kleinman asserted: “these findings would seem to indicate
that although antidepressant drugs may have significantly benefited symptoms, they
frequently did not have a major effect on illness problems. ... This ... demonstrates that
medical treatment without significant psychosocial intervention exerts only a limited

effect on the overall sickness” (1982, p. 164).

Sixty three percent of the patients indicated that they had not undertaken further help
seeking for their disorder. Of the patients who indicated continued help seeking, 15%
did so by visiting TCM doctors, 5% by visiting Western style medical doctors and 18%
had used further self or family treatment. Thus, the majority of the depressed patients

showed a favourable response to antidepressant treatment that translated into

diminished help seeking.

However, in reply to the question about what they called their problem, 69% of these
patients maintained that they suffered from neurasthenia, and only 11% said their
disorder was ‘depression’ (21% applied different labels). Kleinman (1982) stated that
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“there was only a 7% change in explanatory models from neurasthenia to depression not
withstanding explanations to the contrary and positive response to treatment identified
as specific for depression. ... Indeed most patients actively denied their disorder was
depression when we tried to assert it was” (p. 165). Whether it was firrly entrenched
illness beliefs or the stigma associated with a diagnosis of ‘depression’ or some other
factor, these patients steadfastly maintained the belief that they suffered from

neurasthenia.

Kleinman’s (1982) results regarding high rates of utilisation of TCM in China stand in
stark contrast to those of Cheung, Lau and Wong (1984) in Hong Kong (reported
above). This reinforces the idea that popular acceptance and availability of such services
of such services (in part determined by governmental policy) exerts a strong influence
on help seeking and utilisation partterns. Kleinman’s research sparked a heated debate in
the psychiatric community both inside and outside China that continues today”. It
brought into question the validity of neurasthenia as a diagnostic entity and,
interestingly, has raised questions around the validity of the (primarily psychologically

oriented) DSM diagnostic criteria for depression.

A closing observation is warranted here. Kleinman (1982) found a surprising paucity of
suicidal ideation among the Hunan patients. He speculated that this could indicate that
where depression is conceptualised as an organic illness (as in the depressed
neurasthenics’ cases) self-deprecation and guilt may be significantly minimised, with a

concomitant diminution in the tendency to suicide. This is very similar to Marsella’s

¥ During lectures I delivered and forums I participated in ar Beijing Medical University, I had many spirited
discussions with my students, practising psychiatrists and psychiatric interns on this topic. It seerned that they were
almost equally split on the question of the nosological validity of neurasthenia, however, few questioned
depression’s value as a diagnostic category.
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(1980) earlier argument that somatised depression may be more amenable to treatment
in thar it does not involve the existental elements that so complicate ‘psychologised’
depression. In any case, the work of these two pioneers of anthropological psychology
and psychiatry has sumulated a healthy debate and a prolific research orientation

around culture’s impact on depression that will likely continue long into the future.

In this context it is important to reiterate that, at the present time, the Chinese suicide
rate is considered to be among the highest in the world (Phillips, Liu, & Zhang, 1999).
This suggests several important hypotheses in relation to Kleinman’s (1982) findings.
One possible hypothesis is that that there has been a fundamental shift overt the past
few decades in the experience and expression of depression among Chinese from the
‘somatic’ to the °‘psychologised’ type and this has been accompanied by a dramaric
increase in suicide. Similarly it may be possible that there has been an equally dramatic

increase in the tendency among those with somatic symptoms to attempt suicide.

It is possible that in patients for whom somatic complaints are primary (and even
indicative of underlying depression) there is a lower tendency to entertain thoughts
about suicide and, therefore, in China suicide is less associated with depression or
neurasthenia. Pearson (1995) gives voice to this perspective in her discussion of
depression and suicide:

To assume that the bigh rate of suicide reflects an equally high rate of

depression may not be entirely correct. Suicide is, of course, not only a gesture

of despair but may also be one of anger and revenge. This is particularly likely

among a group [young, particularly female, rural Chinese] who in other

ways have so little control over their own lives, and little means of redress
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against the injustices they suffer. Many people believe that the unquiet spiric of
a suicide will return to baunt the household and wreak its revenge, thus
gaining power in the spiritual world that was not possible in the temporal

one.

Similarly, Phillips, Liu and Zhang, (1999) argue that there is not necessarily a direct
relationship between depression and the high rates of suicide in China. These authors
suggest instead that there is a dynamic relationship between several interacting factors
thart has, as a combined effect, increased suicides in China. Along with high levels of
untreated depression, Phillips, Liu and Zhang argue for the impact of cultural beliefs
(such as those cited by Pearson above), economic and social changes occurring since
1978, the high availability of lethal means to suicide and the lack of suicide prevention
services (e.g., suicide crisis lines). This would suggest that while depression alone is not
entirely responsible for the high rates of suicide in China, it definitely plays a pivotal

role.

A final possible explanation for the lack of reference to suicide among Kleinman’s
subjects, however, is that some these depressed/neurasthenic patients may have
harboured, but did not (for whatever reason) reveal suicidal ideation. Cheung (1986b)
discussed the differential presentation of symptoms (i.e., somatic versus psychological) as
a function of setting and of the manner of investigation by the clinician. Those
presenting in medical settings most often cited somatic complaints, however, gentle
prodding could elicit psychological symptoms and existential angst. It is therefore
possible that the manner of the investigation in the Kleinman studies failed to uncover

suicidal ideation simply by not persistently asking the right questions. In any case, while
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suicide did not seem to constitute a major threat among Kleinman’s subjects in the earl
4 ] y

1980s, it is undeniably a significant problem today.

In a re-analysis of Cheung, Lau and Wong’s (1984) data, Fanny Cheung (1987) explored
the interaction between patients’ conceptualisations of their problems and their help
seeking partterns. Patients’ problem conceptualisations were categorised as purely
psychological, purely somatic or mixed. Patients with a purely psychological
conceptualisation of their disorder initally employed more self-help, principally in the
form of psychological coping strategies. Patients with a purely somatic or mixed

conceptualisation of their disorder initially relied on professional resources.

For patients who approached professional resources initially the overwhelming majority
sought out Western medical resources (including MDs and general hospitals). However,
those with purely psychological conceptualisations of their disorder where less likely to
do so than those with somatic or mixed conceptualisations. On the other hand, the
patients holding purely psychological conceptualisations were more likely than the
members of the other two groups to initially approach mental health professionals as a

first stop on the road to their current psychiatric consultation.

Cheung (1987) also examined the delay between problem onset and contact with various
professional resources. Here she found that those with mixed conceptualisations sought
professional help earliest, while the psychological group waited the longest and the
purely somatic group was intermediate between these two. When the delay berween
problem onset and first contact with mental bealth professionals was examined, those
with a mixed conceptualisation again arrived first, however, this time the purely somatic
group took longer than the purely psychological group. An almost identical pattern of
delays emerged when Cheung examined the time between problem onset and the
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patient’s current consultation at the private or the public psychiatric clinic (i.e., mixed
had the shortest, psychological had intermediate delays and somatic had the longest

delays).

When patients’ conceptualisations were compared based on the type of resource™ they
had approached, an interesting picture emerged. Cheung (1987) found that almost equal
proportions (43.8% and 45.8% respectively) of those who approached mental health
professionals held purely psychological or mixed conceptualisations of their problems,
while only a minority (10.4%) of these patients viewed their problems in strictly
somatic terms. Of those patients who utilised TCM resources, the majority (54.5%) held
mixed conceptualisations of their problems while 28.8% and 16.7% (respectively) held
purely somatic or purely psychological conceptualisations. In terms of those who
indicated that they had approached a folk religious source of help, again, the majority
held mixed conceptualisations. Those who held purely somatic and purely psychological
conceptualisations constituted 11.1% and 36.1% (respectively) of those seeking
supernatural intervention. Thus, those with a mixed psychological and somatic view of
their disorder were almost equally represented at each of these three sources of help.
However, among TCM subscribers, more held somatic than psychological views of

their disorder, while the reverse pattern held among utilisers of folk healing.

As mentioned earlier, it is important to remember that this was a very diverse group in
terms of their diagnoses. The particular diagnosis and symptoms a patient is grappling
with would conceivably have a significant impact on his or her problem
conceptualisations and help seeking strategies. With that caveat in mind, a picture of the

interaction of problem conceptualisation and help seeking patterns clearly emerged

! In this analysis Cheung excluded Western medical resources since nearly all of the patients sought this form of help.
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from Cheung’s (1987) analysis. As psychologists, in our attempts at public mental health
education we may be tempted to invoke psychological explanations for many of the
disorders faced by people with mental health problems. Conversely, those in the
medical or psychiatric communities may be more disposed to apply a purely biomedical
explanatory model to such difficulties. One implication of Cheung’s findings is that
promoting a more encompassing ‘bio-psycho-social’ model of mental health problems
may be most helpful in facilitating more appropriate and effective help seeking by

mental health service consumers.

In a study that comes perhaps closest to the current research in both approach and
matter, Ying (1990) conducted structured interviews with recently immigrated Chinese
women in the US to gauge the interaction between their explanatory models of
depression and their perceptions of appropriate sources of help for the disorder. The
participants in her study were recently immigrated Mainland Chinese women attending
postnaral care for their children (i.e., not depressed patients seeking care for themselves).
These women read a vignette depicting Mrs. Wong suffering from depression. They
were then asked about the nature and help seeking alternatives appropriate for the

problem.

Subjects were asked to provide a name for Mrs. Wong’s problem, as a measure of their
‘problem conceptualisation’. Responses categorised as ‘psychological’ were in the
majority (57.5%) and included labels such as low or unstable mood, worry,
nervousness/anxiety and psychiatric problem. ‘Physiological’ category responses were
the less frequent (30%) and included such things as neurasthenia, physical illness, heart
problem, having a cold and pregnancy (about 5% indicated they did not know what to

call the problem). These categories were then used to contrast causal beliefs.
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About one third of the ‘psychological’ group and over half of the ‘physiological’ group
viewed external stress as the primary cause of Mrs. Wong’s problem. The lowest
proportions of both groups (9.5% of the psychological group, and 16.7% of the
physiological group) held physical factors to be responsible for producing Mrs. Wong’s

condition.

With respect to problem conceptualisation’s impact on help seeking, Ying’s (1990)
results were similar to those of Cheung (1987). Ying found that only a third of those
subjects holding a psychological conceptualisation of the problem would recommend
the Mrs. Wong seek professional help. The remainder of these subjects recommended
that she rely on herself and/or family and friends to help her through her difficulties. By
contrast, over seventy-five percent of subjects holding a physiological conceptualisation
of Mrs. Wong’s problem suggested professional help. Of those subjects who held a
psychological conceptualisation of Mrs. Wong’s problem and suggested professional
help, 71.4% recommended she seek psychological help. Conversely, 77.8% of the
physiological conceptualisation group that recommended professional help, suggested

she see a Western MD.

It must be remembered that these were, ostensibly, non-depressed, non-patient subjects.
In this regard it is valid to question whether their responses reflect what they would
actually do if they themselves were grappling with depression. On the other hand, if
their responses can be taken as reasonably accurate reflections of the impact of EMs on
help seeking, then the implications are clear. More needs to be done in terms of the
interface between primary care physicians and mental health professionals, and efforts at
mental health education need to be targeted at newly arrived immigrants to make them

aware of the services available and the efficacy of those services.
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Taken together, these findings support the notion that culturally inculcated illness
beliefs and beliefs about appropriate ant-depressive behaviour are significantly

influenced by culture.

Critique of the Available Research Literature

Perhaps the most significant gap in the current literature on Chinese causal beliefs and
help seeking preferences relates to the group studied. An extensive search of the
literature turned up very few studies of causal beliefs and/or help seeking preferences or
behaviours that were conducted in the People’s Republic of China. There are, no doubr,
similarites between the beliefs of Chinese acculturated in other places and those of
Chinese from the People’s Republic. However, to equate Chinese from all parts of the
world in terms of their beliefs and preferences is to “dismiss the enormous historical and
socio-political differences that exist between [the people of] these regions” (Blowers,
1996, p. 3). Chinese people living in the China of today inevitably have a different social
and cultural experience than Chinese who have lived all, or significant proportions, of
their lives outside of China. Similarly, there is a wide variation in the social and cultural
experience of Chinese living in different milieus within China. Since the Chinese of the
People’s Republic of China constitute roughly one-fifth of the world’s population, it is
important that the health and worldviews of this group be more thoroughly

understood.

A second major gap concerns the pathologies studied. Much of the previous research
focussed on schizophrenia or other disorders with florid presentations (e.g., bipolar II
disorder or Major Depression-psychotic type) that are most often treated in psychiatric
hospirals. Since non-psychotic major depression is a more frequently occurring problem,

the dearth of research addressing this problem constitutes a major shortcoming.
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Another deficit in the literature is the way in which causal beliefs and help seeking
preferences have been studied. The vast majority of studies have examined these
variables in isolation. Only a minority (e.g., Cheung, 1987 and Ying, 1990, reviewed
above) attempted to systematically measure and link these beliefs and preferences in the

same study.

While much has been done in various discrete contexts, a comprehensive and
encompassing examination is lacking. One of the difficulties is that research on beliefs
and help seeking preferences has generally employed either clinical or non-clinical
layperson samples but not both. Further, there is a paucity of research contrasting the
causal beliefs of laypersons and health care professionals. As Cheung (1987) suggested,
experience with various sectors of the healthcare system may have a significant impact
on lay people’s causal beliefs and help seeking preferences and/or strategies. Similarly, it
is important to understand health care professional’s causal models of depression and to

compare these with those of laypersons.

A further gap in the current literature is an examination of the effect of level of
depressive symptoms on causal beliefs and help seeking preferences. As mentioned
earlier, causal beliefs may influence the choices that depressed individuals will make
regarding appropriate sources of help. Similarly, causal beliefs will influence the advice
that others give to the depressed individual about how to get over depression. Causal
beliefs also influence how depressed individuals are viewed by themselves and by those
around them. If the level of depressive symptoms being experienced by the principal .
sufferer has a significant effect on causal beliefs and help seeking preferences, this may
result in very different causal perspectives being held by the ill individual and those
around him or her. If the individual perceives the cause of his or her depression as

beyond his or her control but those around him or her do not, this can lead to a loss of
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social support. Social support has been shown to be important in minimising the impact
of depression (e.g., Lin, & Ensel, 1984). Further, if the level of depressive symptoms
significantly impacts causal beliefs and/or help seeking preferences, an understanding of
this tmpact is crucial to effective delivery and implementation of care to depressed

individuals.

Another difficulty that has been present all too often in the literature on depression is
the ambiguity of the disorder being presented as ‘depression’. Few studies have provided
a clear and culturally relevant description or definition of depression for their subjects.
This has led to questions about what is actually being measured (see criticisms of the

Rippere studies reported above).

The Current Study’s Contribution
The current research was designed to address many of these gaps in the literature:
¢ First, the study was conducted in China in order to measure causal beliefs and

help seeking preferences within this culture as opposed to those of Chinese

people in other geographical and socio-cultural milieus.

¢ Second, this study is concerned with major depressive disorder rather than some

of the more florid and less frequently occurring psychopathologies.

e Third, the current research employed a less ambiguous and more culmurally
appropriate depiction of depression. This approach was intended to facilitate a
clearer and more focussed understanding of causal beliefs and help seeking

preferences for this specific disorder.
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e Fourth, the current research used multiple sub-samples that were, both within
and across groups, heterogeneous with respect to various independent variables
such as gender, age, education, clinical status and level of depressive symptoms.
These latter two variables were measured in a systematic way to allow contrasts
with respect to the influence of each on causal beliefs and help seeking

preferences.

o Fifth, and finally, the current study also measured the causal beliefs about
depression held by an array of health care professionals in China, to allow a

comparison of these beliefs with those of laypersons.
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Chapter 3 - Methods

Introduction

The current research had three principal aims. The first aim was to define and compare
Chinese lay and professional people’s causal beliefs about depression. The second aim
was to gauge Chinese lay people’s help seeking preferences for the disorder. The third
aim was to determine the impact of experience in the mental health system (clinical
status) and of the severity of depressive symptoms on the causal beliefs and help seeking
preferences of lay people. For several reasons a survey research design was deemed the
most appropriate method to achieve these goals. First, given time and financial
constraints, it was possible to reach greater numbers of subjects using a standardised
questionnaire than by conducting face-to-face interviews. The second, concomitant,
reason is that by reaching greater numbers of subjects one can enhance the
heterogeneity of the sample, which, in turn, enhances the generalisability of the results.
Finally, a survey design provided a degree of anonymirty to the participants. Given the
fact that subjects were being asked questions regarding the sensitive topic of ‘mental
health’ (including their own), it was believed that the survey approach would minimise

biasing effects such as social desirability.

This research combined qualitative and quantitative methods that were informed by a
combination of etic and emic methods in both data gathering and interpretation. While
there already exist several different forms of questionnaires that previous researchers
have used to gauge causal beliefs about psychological problems, it was decided to utilise,
as much as possible, locally derived items to enhance the validity of the questionnaires

and the results derived thereby. Since no similar research had ever been conducted in
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China there were no suitable questonnaires already available. While Luk, & Bond
(1992) had constructed a causal attribution scale for use in Hong Kong, it was believed
that cultural differences between Hong Kong and Beijing might limit the usefulness of
some of their items. Therefore, the current study was conducted in two phases. In the
first phase, focus groups were employed in order to elicit items that could be used to
modify and expand the causal beliefs and help seeking preferences scales. In the second
phase, the questionnaires were administered to the main research sub-samples. This
chapter is devoted to providing a description of the development of the questionnaires
including a discussion of such things as validity and reliability, a delineation of the
methods used to conduct the research and a detailed description of the sample.

Instrumentation

Each questionnaire (see Appendices A & B) began with an introduction describing the
purpose of the study, giving instructions for completing the questionnaire, assuring
anonymity and confidentality, and covering other ethical concerns such as informed
consent, the right to terminate participation etc. Lay subjects were then asked to
complete a brief questionnaire covering demographic information such as sex, age, level
of education, etc. A two-part questionnaire followed this to evaluate causal beliefs and

help seeking preferences. The first part consisted of a vignette® describing the condition

> The vignettes reflected both a “Western’ symptom pattern using core symptom of depression from the DSM-IV, and
an ‘Eastern’ symptom pattern using somatic symptom described by Beard (1869; 1881) and Kleinman (1986) for
Neurasthenia. This was done to compensate for differences in ‘Western’ and Chinese conceptualisations of
depression as described by a number of authors (Fabrega, 1989; Marsella 1980; Kleinman, 1986). The vignettes were
balanced for gender such that half of the questionnaires contained vignertes thar depicted a female and half depicted
a male displaying the symptoms. This was an artempt to test for the effect of stimulus gender on subjects’ ratings.
Subsequent analysis revealed that differences in the labelling of the disorder did arise as a function of the stimulus
gender (more subjects given the female stimulus character indicated thar the problem was ‘depression’ than did
subjects receiving the male stimulus character). This finding will be explored in detail in a separate publication.
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of and symptoms expressed by a hypothetical person suffering from ‘depression’*. This
was followed by a 26 item rating scale of possible causes and a 16 item help seeking
preferences rating scale. Lay subjects were last administered the Chinese Depression

Inventory (Zheng, & Lin, 1991).

As with the lay subjects, professional subjects were first asked to provide demographic
information, however information was also elicited regarding professional factors such
as years of professional education, years in professional practice etc. (see Appendices C
and D). Professional subjects were then given the vignette and were also asked to
provide a name for the problem depicted in the vignette. They then completed the same

causal belief scale used in the lay questionnaire.

In the second half of the professional questionnaire subjects were asked open-ended
questions to elicit information regarding such things as the number of patients they
treated with problems similar to that depicted in the vignette, what they did to treat
such patients, and other treatment related information. Because some clinicians may not
have dealt directly with depressed patients, the questionnaire was arranged in an
alternative response format. In this way, clinicians who had not treated depressed
patients personally were asked to hypothesise about the treatment they would provide
to such patients. The results of this part of the study will be reported in a separarte

publication.

' Subjects were not informed that the vignette describes ‘depression’. Rather, they were asked to indicate what they
believe the problem might be called.
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Development of the Questionnaires
Development of the Vignette

The vignette used as the key stimulus in the research was developed using criteria for
depression drawn from three sources. The first source was a vignette created by Ying
(1990) to study Chinese immigrant women’s explanatory models of, and help seeking
for depression. The second source was the diagnostic criteria for Major Depressive
Episode outlined in the DSM-IV (American Psychiatric Association, 1994). The third
source was the cardinal symptom group for neurasthenia described by Beard (1869;
1881) and Kleinman (1986).

The initial vignette was presented to seven mental health professionals for review. These
included wwo Canadian researchers, a psychologist and a psychiatrist, who are
Chinese/English bilinguals and possess a combined total of over 40 years of experience
conducting research in and about China. Two Chinese psychiatrists with 24 years of
clinical experience collectively also reviewed the vignette. Three Chinese psychologists
reviewing the vignette included one professor with 16 years of teaching experience in
psychology at a leading Chinese university and two clinical psychologists with 12 years

of clinical experience collectively.

These professionals were asked to review the vignette to judge whether it was an
accurate depiction of depression among Chinese clinical populations. In cases where the
reviewers were bilingual (five of the seven), they were asked to compare the vignettes
for semantic equivalence between the Chinese and English versions. Several changes in
Chinese wording, the deletion of two psychological symptoms (relating to guilt and

libidinal functioning) and the addition of one somatic symptom (neck pain) resulted
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from this process. Adjustments were made in the English translaton to reflect the

content of the Chinese version.

Development of the Causal Beliefs and Help Seeking Questionnaires

In creating the lay-beliefs and help seeking questionnaires, a combination etic and emic
approach to scale development was deemed most appropriate. Previous research in lay
beliefs about psychological problems had incorporated rating scales used in other
settings (see for example: Furnham, & Henley, 1986; Henley, & Furnham, 1986; Luk, &
Bond, 1992; Sinclair, 1994). In the latter two cases, this was done to allow cross-cultural
comparisons of causal beliefs. However, the current scale was developed with the notion
in mind that the lack of cultural equivalence in disease concepts (particularly with
respect to psychological problems) may compromise the usefulness of some previously

developed scale items in different cultures.

A decision was made, therefore, to build on and modify existing causal beliefs and help
seeking preference scales by employing focus groups. As mentioned above, the three
focus groups consisted of 10 Chinese volunteers per group. Groups were selected based
on place of residence and general educational level (one rural group, one urban
community group and one group consisting of university students and staff). Within
groups, subjects were recruited based on age and gender. Attempts were made to balance
the groups for gender and achieve as much variability in age as possible. In respect to
this latter criterion an attempt was made to sample as wide a range of ages as possible,
however, as is evident in the detailed sub-sample descriptions below, the age distribution

was truncated in the case of the university student sample.
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Conducting the Focus Groups

In each focus group, participants were given the vignette to read and asked to indicate:
1) the name of the problem

2) what might cause someone to suffer from such a problem

3) what sorts of help might be useful for someone to get over such a problem

In the first part of the focus group process (individual written response phase), each
member was asked to write down, individually, any responses to these questions that
came to mind. During the second part of the focus group process (whole-group verbal
response phase), after recording the written responses on a large flip chart, all members
were asked to discuss responses to each question and to “see if there were any additional
items that may not have occurred to them individually”. For each item generated
through this process, members of the focus group were asked to endorse (by a show of

hands) those items they felt were “plausible’ causes or help seeking resources.

In analysing the focus group responses, any response that was written or endorsed (by
show of hands) by more than 50% of the members of any particular group was included
in the respective scale. Because of the focus groups, several modifications were made to
the two scales. The final version of the causal beliefs retained the original number of
items (26). However, 10 of the items were replaced or modified to reflect the findings

from the focus groups”. The final version of the help seeking preferences scale consisted

¥ It is noteworthy that many of the items from the source questionnaires were retained in either their original form or
in slightly modified form while retaining the original concept. This suggests two very important ideas. First, it
reinforces the validity of the items constituting the source questionnaires in assessing both of the constructs under
study (i.e., causal beliefs and help seeking preferences). Second, it suggests a core of causal beliefs and help seeking
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of 16 items. An open-ended response alternative was included at the bottom of each

scale to elicit idiosyncratic responses.

The Final Form of the Lay Questionnaire
Causal Attribution Scale

The 26 cause attributions was administered to all subjects and include items ranging
from ‘The problem is caused by the person’s genetic disposition’ to “The person is
disturbed by supernatural forces’. Subjects were instructed to ‘Please rate each of the
items listed below as to how important you believe it is in causing someone to suffer
from this problem’ on a five-point Likert-type scale. The scale was anchored by “This
contributor is not important at all’ (zero) and “This is an extremely important

contributor’ (four).

The Help Seeking Preferences Scale

The second part of the questionnaire presented clinical and non-clinical lay subjects with
16 help seeking alternatives (acupuncturist, family member, psychiatrist, etc.). Lay
subjects were asked to ‘Please rarte the items listed below as to how likely you would be
to pursue each alternative if you were experiencing this type of problem’. Items on this
inventory were also rated on a five-point Likert-type scale. This scale was anchored by ‘I
would not seek this form of help’ (zero) to ‘I would definitely seek this form of help’
(four).

preferences that apparently transcend cultural boundaries in that the items constituting the source questionnaires
were constructed and employed in the U.S., Britain, and Hong Kong.
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The Chinese Depression Inventory

Lay subjects were also administered the Chinese Depression Inventory (Zheng, & Lin,
1991). The scale consists of 20 items consisting of Likert-type format involving five
response choices for each item. The scale yields a single indicator score reflecting the

current level of depressive symptoms of the subject.

Development of the Professional questionnaire

The Professional questionnaire was developed with the aid and guidance of Dr. Michael
Phillips. Dr. Phillips is a fluently bilingual Canadian psychiatrist and professor who, at
the time of this study, had lived and conducted research in China for more than 13
years. The questionnaire was structured with a view to eliciting two types of
information; 1) the causal beliefs about depression held by Chinese health care
professionals and, 2) information about their experience with depressed patients and
their approach to the treatment of depression'®. Wherever possible questions were open

ended and phrased so as not to influence responses in any way.

Final Form of the Professional Questionnaire

The professional subjects received a variation of the demographic questionnaire that also
requested information such as the nature of their training/degree, specialisation (if any),
length of time in their occupation, etc. They also read the vignette and were then asked
to name the problem. As with the lay subjects, professional subjects were asked to rate

the causal attributions. Finally, they will be asked to describe in detail the procedure

*® The current discussion is limited to the ratings of causal beliefs by the health care professionals. The other issues will
be addressed in a separate publication.
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they would use to treat/help a person with such a problem, and to provide reasons for

their choice of treatments.

Validity
The literature reviewed earlier suggests that Chinese lay people hold different
conceptualisations of the manifestations of depression from those held by their North
American or Brtish counterparts. Therefore, an attempt was made to enhance the
overall validity of the current study by offering vignettes that describe a symptom
pattern reflecting both the Western ‘psychological’ symptoms and some ‘Eastern’
(somatic) symptoms. This has the further advantage of presenting a more balanced
(psychological versus vegetative) symptom picture with the intent that it created a

minimal biasing influence on subjects’ ratings of the causes of the disorder.

In terms of the causal attributions rating scale, Furnham and Henley (1988), and Luk
and Bond (1992) modified the items derived from the Knapp and Karabenick (1985)
questionnaire. They did this using additional attributions gathered through one-on-one
interviews (with 6 British and 10 Chinese subjects, respectively), expanding the list of
possible ‘causal attributions’ to 26. These procedures enhanced the external validity of
the original 20-item questionnaire designed by Knapp and Karabenick (1985) producing
a more exhaustive and, in the case of Luk and Bond (1992) a more culturally sensitive

instrument for use with Chinese populations.

The current study further enhanced the validity of the causal attributions scale through
a culturally appropriate translation by experienced bilingual Canadian and Chinese
mental health professionals and by employing the focus groups described earlier. In a

similar vein, the items that made up the help seeking preferences scale were emically
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derived. Therefore, they should be a reasonably valid and comprehensive reflection the
actual range of helping alternartives that is relevant in the current Chinese context. As a
final procedure to strengthen the overall validity of the study, subjects were offered the
option to provide any causal attributions or help seeking alternatives that were not

already listed. However, very few subjects provided such responses.

The validity of the CDI was found to be very strong (Zheng, & Lin, 1991). As reported
by Zheng and Lin, the onginal items in the CDI were derived from several sources.
These included items from Chinese versions of other depression scales such as the Beck
Depression Inventory, the Zung Self-report Depression Scale and the Hamilton Rating
Scale for Depression. These authors also derived items from an earlier study of terms
used by depressed patients to express depressive states (Zheng, Xu, & Shen, 1986). As is
mentioned in the limitations section, however, the CDI has never been applied to non-
clinical populations. Thus, its validity under the current research conditions (i.e., with

clinical and non-clinical subjects) was not known a priori.

Reliability
Causal Beliefs and Help Seeking Scales

With respect to the causal beliefs scale, the original 20 items “were designed to tap the
various dimensions of Weiner’s (1980) attributional framework” (Knapp, & Karabenick,
1985, p. 384) regarding the causes of psychological problems. While reliability figures are
not available for this instrument, replications and extensions using the same items
(Furnham, & Henley, 1988; Henley, & Furnham, 1988; Knapp, & Karabenick, 1985)
yielded strikingly similar factor structures. These factor structures emerged despite the

fact that the swdies involved different populations and that different psychological
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problems were used as stimuli in all three studies. Therefore, the basic scale, as used in
non-Chinese populations shows reasonable reliability in terms of the underlying factors.
In contrast, the help seeking preferences scale used in the current study is essentially a

new instrument; therefore, no comparable data were available for this scale a priori.

Ideally, a measure of test-retest reliability would have been desirable (Backstrom, &
Hursh-César, 1981). However, the current scales were intentionally administered only
once to each subject. Therefore, calculating test-retest reliabilities was not an opton. It
was considered that a second administration would not be valid for two reasons. First, as
a matter of ethics, subjects were debriefed about the purpose of the study after
completing the questionnaire, their responses on a subsequent administration would be
biased by this knowledge. Second, it is likely (as was reported to the researcher by
numerous subjects) that subjects became aware of the nature of the disorder under study
because of completing the questionnaire. The current problem reflects a nearly universal
difficulty in psychological measurement. It was perhaps best stated by Cronbach when
he wrote, “Successive measurements of psychological quantities are rarely independent
... because the act of measurement may change the quantity [measured]” (1947, p.2).
Thus, after the first administration of the questionnaires, subjects would no longer be

naive to the study and this would likely bias their ratings on the second administration.

A second factor militates against calculating reliabilities for the current scales. Irems
within each scale were designed to measure divergent concepts within the two domains
(causal beliefs and help seeking preferences). Thus, the heterogeneity of the scale content
does not lend itself to measures of internal reliability such as Cronbach’s Alpha
(Guilford, & Fruchter, 1973). It will remain for future research to examine the

reliability of these scales.
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