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health help-seeking in Arab populations
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Abstract

Background Racial and ethnic disparities in mental health service utilisation and access is well established. Mental
illness is common among Arab populations globally, but most individuals display negative attitudes towards mental
health and do not seek professional help. The aim of this systematic review was to determine 1) help-seeking behav-
iours 2) help-seeking attitudes and 3) help-seeking barriers and facilitators, related to mental health services among
Arab adults.

Method A pre-defined search strategy and eligibility criteria allowed for database searching using terms related to:
mental health, Arabs, help-seeking, as well as experiences and behaviours. Seventy-four articles were included and
analysed through narrative synthesis. Results were reported using the PRISMA guidelines. The review protocol was
registered prospectively on PROSPERO (CRD42022319889).

Results Arabs across the world have negative attitudes towards formal help-seeking and are reluctant to seek help,
despite the presence of psychological distress. There is little information on factors that influence help-seeking
behaviours and rates of service use. Preference for informal help sources such as family and friends were expressed
and considered more acceptable. Low mental health literacy, stigma, gender, age, education, religion, acculturation,
and immigrant status were the most common factors influencing help-seeking attitudes. Barriers to help-seeking
included stigma, privacy and confidentiality, trust, mental health literacy, language, logistics, and culture related barri-
ers. Increasing societal and family awareness, external support and encouragement, shared culture between the client
and therapist, quality of doctor patient relationship, and feelings of connectedness with the host country among
refugees were mentioned facilitators. Mixed findings for the role of religion, and family and community, in relation to
facilitating or hindering help-seeking were reported.

Conclusions There is an increased likelihood and preference to seek informal sources of psychological support
among Arabs. Contextual and cultural factors impeding help-seeking for Arabs are common across the world. Future
research should address actual utilisation rates of services to better understand factors that influence help-seeking
behaviours and facilitators to help-seeking. Increasing mental health literacy and developing anti stigma campaigns is
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necessary. Developing culturally informed interventions should inform future efforts to promote help-seeking among

this population.

Keywords Help-seeking, Arabs, Behaviours, Attitudes, Barriers, Facilitators

Background

There is an increasing acknowledgement of the impor-
tance of mental health as a leading cause of disability
which has significant effects on daily functioning [1].
There is a need for mental health support, however, the
gap between the number of individuals needing care and
those seeking help or receiving services remains sub-
stantial [2]. Of the people who need support or treat-
ment, only an estimated 10% receive the necessary help
[3]. Rickwood and Thomas [4], propose that there is no
agreed and commonly used definition or measurement
for help-seeking. Help-seeking is generally understood
as an adaptive coping process of seeking external assis-
tance to deal with mental health difficulties, including
formal (e.g., psychologists and psychiatrists) and infor-
mal (friends and family) help [5]. According to Rothi and
Leavey [6], help-seeking progresses through three phases:
a) recognition, b) decision and c) action. Additionally,
Andersen’s healthcare utilisation model draws on three
dynamics determining the usage of health services: Pre-
disposing factors such as race. age, and health beliefs, ena-
bling factors such as family support, and need, including
actual or perceived need for care [7]. While these models
appear to operate in simple stages on the surface, numer-
ous factors facilitating or obstructing this process are
complex and poorly understood. Moreover, identifying
and responding to mental health difficulties largely var-
ies, and mental health help-seeking experiences differ
across contexts and populations.

There is disparity in the use of and access to mental
health services in racial and ethnic minority populations
partly due to stigma and psychocultural variables in seek-
ing psychological help [8—10]. A recent systematic review
established that Filipinos across the world have general
reluctance and unfavourable attitude towards formal
help-seeking despite high rates of psychological distress,
due to cultural, logistical barriers and immigration expe-
riences in host countries [11]. Language, lack of aware-
ness of available services, stigma and negative attitudes
towards treatment and providers, are highlighted barriers
to access to mental health services for refugees and asy-
lum seekers in Europe [12]. Similar findings in existing
Arab mental health literature demonstrate that individu-
als tend to underutilize mental health services, displaying
negative attitudes toward mental health and psychologi-
cal services [13]. Although help-seeking among Arabs
has not been substantially researched, Arab culture

influences the definition and conceptualization of psy-
chiatric disorders [14]. A systematic review identified the
prevalence of stigmatising beliefs and attitudes toward
treatment of mental illness in patients, care provid-
ers, and the public, highlighting reluctance to seek help
among this population [15].

The Arab world includes diverse groups of Arabic
speaking individuals who share similar cultural values,
originating from 22 Arab countries including: Leba-
non, Syria, Egypt, Palestine, Iraq, Algeria, Bahrain,
the Comoros Islands, Djibouti, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya,
Morocco, Mauritania, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Soma-
lia, Sudan, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and
Yemen [16, 17]. This group has a combined population of
over 400 million, and the number of international Arab
migrants increased from 19 to 34 million in 10 years [18].
Little is known about the mental health of Arabs, even
with its large population size. There is a lack of updated
reliable epidemiological psychiatric data and very lit-
tle published on national lifetime prevalence and treat-
ment of mental disorders in the region [19]. Studies have
so far focused on small populations in Egypt, Morocco,
Iraq, Morocco, Qatar, and UAE, establishing comparable
rates of psychological disorders to western countries [20].
However, studies report substantial delays between the
onset of disorders and onset of treatment, and highlight
that only a minority of Arabs with any mental disorder
ever received professional treatment [19].

To date, a systematic review found that in addition to
stigma, factors that affect attitude toward counselling
among Arabs include barriers such as fear of self-dis-
closing, traditional healing methods, mental illness con-
ceptualization, culture, family, and religious leaders [21].
This review also documented that Arabs visit psycholo-
gists, counsellors, and psychiatrists, less than other eth-
nic groups. While interesting, this review only included
papers from 2003 to 2017, and participants were limited
to students and hospital patients. Moreover, the review
did not mention all 22 Arab countries, making it chal-
lenging to compare Arabs residing in the Middle East,
North Africa, and other Western countries.

Despite the evident psychological distress in Arab pop-
ulations, treatment rates and help seeking remain low
[22]. Studies considered attitudes and factors influencing
help seeking among Arabs as well as service utilisation
patterns, but experiences of mental health help seeking
have not been reviewed systematically. The literature has
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not considered how help seeking experiences and deter-
rents to seeking help differ for Arab individuals in dif-
ferent geographical contexts. Importantly, most of the
research focuses solely on barriers to help seeking rather
than facilitators. There is limited knowledge on why help
seeking remains low for Arabs across different countries
and how to promote it remains unclear.

In turn, understanding Arab mental health help-seek-
ing behaviours will aid to improve service uptake and
reduce mental health burden. The number of interna-
tional Arab migrants and refugees increased considerably
in the last few years [23], as armed conflicts and political
instability in countries of origin forced many to relocate,
significantly impacting their mental health [24]. Post
migration stressors leave individuals particularly vulner-
able to mental health illnesses because of language dif-
ficulties, cultural isolation, and socioeconomic factors
shaping their experiences in new settings [25, 26]. The
health of international Arab migrants has become both a
global and a regional public health issue, as cultural and
religious differences between migrants and host country
populations exacerbate this [23]. Capturing the heteroge-
neity of help seeking experiences among Arab diaspora
can inform interventions promoting help seeking and
improve quality of psychological support for Arabs in dif-
ferent regions of the world. Additionally, exploring help
seeking behaviours and attitudes from the perspective of
both professionals and individuals themselves, is critical
to bridging the gap between evident mental health diffi-
culties and formal mental health services.

Aims & objectives

The aim of this review is to understand experiences of
mental health help seeking in Arab adults across different
geographical contexts. The paper focuses on Arabs in dif-
ferent regions, identifying: 1) help-seeking behaviours, 2)
help-seeking attitudes, and 3) help-seeking barriers and
facilitators, relating to mental health.

Methods

This  review was registered on PROSPERO
(CRD42022319889), and reported in accordance with the
PRISMA guidelines [27].

Search strategy

An initial search was performed in March 2022 and then
updated on June 1%, 2022 to include papers published
from inception up to that date. Five databases were sys-
tematically searched including MEDLINE, PsycINFO,
Embase, CINAHL, and ProQuest Middle East & African
database. Grey literature from the mentioned databases
was included. The search terms were developed using
PICO framework and synonymous text words and MeSH
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terms were used to inform search terms associated with
the following four concepts: 1) Mental Health, 2) Arabs,
3) Help Seeking, 4) Experiences and behaviours. The
search was limited to English, and search terms were tai-
lored to each database and combined using Boolean oper-
ators. Studies identified in this process were exported to
EndNote 20 and then to Covidence (a systematic review
manager). Duplicate papers were removed, and a priori
inclusion/ exclusion criteria applied to initial screening
of titles and abstracts, and then for full text review. Full
text papers that could not be retrieved were accessed
upon request from the UCL library services. 50% of the
included full text papers were screened by an independ-
ent reviewer. Any conflicts were resolved in consultation
with two independent reviewers (MS & AA).

Eligibility criteria

Inclusion

Both qualitative and quantitative studies on mental
health help-seeking behaviours, attitudes, and facilitators
or barriers to help-seeking were included. Studies report-
ing on factors that influence mental health help-seeking
in Arabs were also included. Mixed-methods studies
were included when providing relevant qualitative and/
or quantitative data. This review included papers that
reported on these outcomes even if not identified a pri-
ori as a research objective. Help-seeking was understood
as seeking help from informal sources (family, friends,
online sources, self-help resources) or formal treatment
(GP, mental health professionals, etc.). Participants had
to be 18 years or older and from Arab ethnicities from
any of the 22: (Bahrain, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, Oman,
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Egypt, Palestine, Kuwait, UAE,
Yemen, Algeria, Libya, Morocco, Somalia, Sudan, Tuni-
sia, Djibouti, Comoros, Mauritania) and were considered
regardless of geographical location, gender, or religion.
Papers with immigrant and refugee Arab populations
were included to capture similarities and differences in
experiences compared to those residing in Arab coun-
tries. The review included the perspectives of clinicians
and carers to understand their different perspectives, if
any. All studies on Arabs and mental health help seeking
were included ranging from inpatients, outpatients, and
other informal sources to those that have never sought
support or services. For this review, no limitations were
placed on the type of mental illness or concern to capture
experiences and perspectives of non-diagnosed individu-
als as well.

Exclusion

Papers that addressed help-seeking in relation to non-
mental health concerns and/organic causes such as phys-
ical or developmental illnesses were excluded. Studies
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with participants below 18 years of age or with parents
seeking help for their children were excluded. Studies
were excluded if data for Arab participants could not
be extracted independently from the rest of the sample.
Articles written in languages other than English, litera-
ture and commentary reviews, protocols, and case stud-
ies were excluded.

Data extraction

Data for included studies were extracted using a prede-
fined form and identified: Author, year of publication,
country, study design, sample number, demographic
characteristics (age/nationality), outcomes, and key find-
ings on attitudes, behaviours, and factors influencing
mental health help seeking.

Quality assessment

The Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) [28] previ-
ously validated and used in various mixed methods sys-
tematic reviews [29] was used for quality assessment,
given the variety of study designs included in this review.
The MMAT included a specific checklist to evaluate main
features of each study design. Each checklist had criteria
to evaluate the most relevant aspects of the specific study
design (e.g.: for qualitative papers, “was the qualitative
data collection method adequate to address the research
question?”) with possible responses of “yes’;, “no’, and
“can’t tell” An independent second reviewer (AB) rated
10% of included studies for quality assessment, assessing
an equal number of papers from each study design. Over-
all study quality was not used as an exclusion criterion
because we opted to be overly inclusive to gain a sense
of the methodological quality of available evidence and
provide a comprehensive overview of mental health help-
seeking experiences in Arabs across countries.

Data synthesis

A narrative synthesis was adopted to synthesise results
by describing, comparing, and combining findings across
included studies [30]. Due to the overlap between quan-
titative and qualitative data, findings were identified and
grouped based on the outcomes of the review: help-seek-
ing behaviours, attitudes, and barriers and facilitators.
Results for each outcome were discussed by organising
findings into prominent themes evident across studies.
Differences and similarities of help seeking experiences
for Arabs immigrants and refugees compared to Arabs
in Arab countries were highlighted. Relevant findings
are discussed from various perspectives such as mental
health professionals and carers when applicable.
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Results

A total of 4215 papers were identified through database
searching. After removing duplicates, 2824 papers were
screened for titles and abstracts, and 2645 records were
excluded. Access to one paper was not provided during
the screening period and 179 articles were then retrieved
for full-text screening. A total of 74 studies were eligible
for inclusion. Reasons for exclusion of full-text papers
after the screening stage and details of the literature
search are reported in Fig. 1.

Characteristics of included studies

The final 74 studies in this review included qualitative
(n=28), quantitative (n=41), and five mixed methods
studies. Nine PhD dissertations were retrieved from the
initial search and included as grey literature. The charac-
teristics of each study are presented in Table 1. Most of
the studies were conducted in the United States (n=12),
followed by Israel (n=8), and both Jordan (n=6) and
Australia (n=6). One study collected data in three coun-
tries (Palestine, Egypt, and Kuwait), and one study was
conducted online across several countries. All studies
were published between 2002 and 2022.

Help-seeking was operationalized differently across
studies and included information on help from profes-
sional personnel and formal services, as well as support
from informal sources like friends, family, the internet/
digital help, and religious faith healers. Since informa-
tion on the mental health status of participants was not
always provided and data focused on hypothetical sce-
narios, conclusions drawn by many of the articles were
therefore based on attitudes towards help-seeking and
help-seeking intentions regardless of if individuals ever
sought support, rather than actual behaviours.

Overall, measures of help-seeking were heterogene-
ous across studies. Of the studies that used quantitative
measures related to help-seeking outcomes, 21 studies
utilised tools developed by the researchers consisting of
questionnaires and surveys relying on self-report. Other
studies used validated measures related to help-seeking
attitudes and behaviours such as the Attitudes Toward
Seeking Professional Psychological Help (ATSPPH).

Quality assessment

According to The Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool
(MMAT), the studies included in this review ranged in
methodological quality and the supplementary file pro-
vides detailed information on the quality of every study.
19 papers totally met the specified criteria for qualitative
studies (i.e. had “yes” as an answer on all five criteria),
and nine papers partially met the criteria (i.e. had “yes”
as an answer on 2 to 4 of the five criteria). No papers
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Identification of studies via databases and registers
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Fig. 1 PRISMA diagram. Flowchart for study selection and inclusion

did not meet the criteria (i.e. had “yes” as answer on 0
to 1 of the five criteria). Overall quality of papers was
good given that appropriate qualitative approaches were
adopted and adequate data collection methods such as
in-depth interviews and focus groups were used depend-
ing on the research questions. The main issue identified
was the interpretation of results not always sufficiently
substantiated by data. Papers did not always provide
quotes from participants to support the interpretations
of themes, which is especially important given that many
papers performed a thematic analysis. Additionally, few
papers provided a clear strategy addressing the subjec-
tivity of the author’s position in terms of data interpreta-
tion and hence researcher reflexivity was not sufficiently
addressed.

The majority of quantitative descriptive studies (n=235)
partially met, one study totally met, and two studies did
not meet the specified criteria. In terms of quantitative
non-randomized studies, all three included papers par-
tially met the specified criteria. The most common prob-
lem linked to inconsistency regarding measurements of

Full text articles excluded (n= 104)

e Paper does not meet inclusion/exclusion criteria
for study design (n=19)

e Data extraction for Arab participants in study
sample not possible (n= 18)

e  Study did not report on relevant help-seeking
outcomes (n= 33)

e Ethnicity of participant population (n=12)

e Participant’s age did not meet inclusion criteria
(n=15)

e Reason for help-seeking did not meet
inclusion/exclusion criteria (n=7)

help-seeking, most studies using self-developed tools to
address help-seeking rather than standardised measures.
Use of purposive or convenience sampling in most of the
studies made it difficult to ensure that participants were
representative of the target population. Additionally,
description of characteristics of non-responders was not
given, making it difficult to generalise results of studies.
Use of self-report measures may have also increased risk
of biased findings, however anonymous questionnaires
could have decreased the effects of social desirability
on participant responses. Importantly, many studies did
not provide clear information on missing data, and most
studies did not consider the role of confounders which
could affect the interpretation of results.

Lastly, two mixed methods partially met the specified
criteria, two studies did not meet the criteria, and one
study totally met the specified criteria. The main consid-
eration is that some studies did not provide an adequate
justification for using a mixed methods design or effec-
tively integrate the qualitative and quantitative find-
ings. Divergences between qualitative and quantitative
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results weren't addressed in multiple papers. The stud-
ies also presented some inconsistencies in addressing
specific components of both qualitative and quantita-
tive research. Hence, the overall quality of the empirical
work in this area is of a useful research standard, how-
ever limitations to presented results should be taken into
consideration.

Outcomes and related themes

Help-Seeking behaviours and attitudes

Few studies addressed help-seeking behaviours and
included information on actual help-seeking rates and
use of support or services (n=11). Many studies provided
information on help-seeking attitudes (#=47), however,
definitions varied across papers encompassing a range
of concepts including help-seeking preferences, percep-
tions, acceptability, as well as intentions (likelihood/will-
ingness). Papers reported on more than one dimension of
help-seeking attitudes.

Rate of help-seeking and service utilisation

Despite the need for psychological support, studies gen-
erally indicated low rates of service utilisation. Arabs
(whether in Arab countries, immigrants, or refugees)
were less likely to visit mental health professionals and
reluctant to seek help for mental health problems from
formal services compared to other non-Arab ethnici-
ties. One study found Arabs immigrants were equally
likely as Turks to access specialised services for a com-
mon mental disorder, however less likely to use primary
care services in relation to psychological distress [59]. Six
studies considered associations between factors such as
gender, symptomatology, age, and help-seeking behav-
iours. Papers reported that men used services more than
women [44, 96, 100]. Several papers suggested that dis-
tress and level of symptomatology, mostly past traumatic
events, are associated with increased use of mental health
services in contrast to other studies reporting no associa-
tion [85, 90]. One study mentioned that being older was
associated with increased help-seeking [101]. However,
another study did not find associations between neither
age or sex and help-seeking behaviours [98].

Help-seeking perceptions and preferences

Fiftteen studies discussed help-seeking perceptions.
Overall, less favourable and fewer positive perceptions
were expressed towards use of formal service, and this
was true when comparing Arabs to other ethnicities. One
study indicated high acceptability and willingness to try
an internet-delivered treatment [70]. Three studies with
student participants highlighted enthusiastic and positive
attitudes towards counselling and professional care [35,
38, 79]. Two studies highlighted mixed views to therapy,
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in both refugee and immigrant samples [50, 99]. One
study found differences based on nationality, whereby
Palestinian and Israeli Arabs reported a greater prefer-
ence to seek mental health treatment for a psychological
problem when compared to Kuwaiti and Egyptian Arabs
[45], however, another did not find differences based on
country of origin [71].

Twenty-three studies described help-seeking prefer-
ences and indicated Arabs largely endorsed traditional
and informal help sources. Arabs residing in different
countries, immigrants, and refugees, were all more likely
to use culturally accepted means of help such as friends,
family, religion, or self-help. Faith was an important help
strategy and talking to or confiding in family members
was considered important. Surprisingly, three stud-
ies reported a preference for seeking help from mental
health professionals and mentioned physicians and GP as
first line of contact [71, 75, 93]. Primary care providers
in one study did not endorse religion or self-help when
identifying informal help-seeking behaviours [52]. Inter-
estingly, other results indicated that Arabs born in Aus-
tralia were more likely than Arabs born in Algeria, Egypt,
Iraq, and Yemen to willingly consult a mental health pro-
fessional [70]. Suggested reasons included not being able
to afford visits to mental health professionals due to high
poverty rates for Arabs living in Arab countries, and low
levels of mental health literacy compared to Arabs living
in Australia.

Factors influencing help-seeking attitudes

A total of 21 studies considered factors influencing help-
seeking attitudes. Almost all studies considered student
and immigrant samples, and the most common factors
were mental health literacy, stigma, gender, age, educa-
tion, religion, acculturation, and immigrant status. Three
studies suggested that beliefs and knowledge about men-
tal health and awareness of services predicted favourable
help seeking intentions [49, 60, 78]. Only one study found
no relationship between beliefs towards mental illness
and help-seeking [79]. One study reported that mental
health courses had positive effects on attitudes toward
seeking professional psychological help [33], suggesting
the importance of psychoeducation, mental health liter-
acy, and anti-stigma campaigns.

Eight studies suggested stigma predicted lower help
seeking intention and less favourable attitudes. Only one
study reported that shame-focused attitudes did not pre-
dict help-seeking attitudes [64]. Mixed findings for reli-
gion as a predictor of help-seeking among students was
indicated. Compared to Druze and Muslims, Christian
subjects in one study were higher in interpersonal open-
ness, perceived mental health services as less stigmatis-
ing, and were less likely to use traditional healing systems
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and therefore more likely to seek formal help if needed
[46]. Contrastingly, religiosity did not have a significant
relationship on help-seeking attitudes in other studies
(58, 71].

Nine studies reported that gender predicted help-
seeking attitudes, whereby females reported higher help-
seeking intentions than men and more positive attitudes.
One study considered that females showed higher knowl-
edge of mental illness which could explain higher levels
in help-seeking intentions [60], and another study sug-
gested men were more likely to feel stigmatised [35]. Two
studies did not find a significance for gender in relation
to help-seeking attitudes [64, 71].

Four studies indicated age predicted help-seeking atti-
tudes. Two studies supported that younger respondent
had fewer positive attitudes compared to older individu-
als. Additionally, educational attainment was a predictor
of positive attitudes to help-seeking in four studies, one
study indicating that first- and second-year students had
fewer positive attitudes [47].

Four studies suggested association between accultura-
tion and help-seeking. One study did not [58]. Studies
generally reported that higher acculturation impacted
attitudes to formal services and one study suggested that
the adoption of mainstream culture was associated with
semiformal and formal help-seeking [82]. Interestingly,
immigrants in one study with greater levels of main-
stream acculturation had higher levels and willingness to
seek help [53], and another study suggested that greater
time in host country predicted more positive attitudes
among immigrants [64]. Furthermore, second generation
immigrants were more likely to utilize mental health ser-
vices compared to first generation, who were more likely
to use culturally accepted means like friends and family
[32].

Help-seeking barriers and facilitators

Barriers and facilitators to help-seeking were significantly
reported (n=46) and were conceptualised as factors hin-
dering or promoting help-seeking attitudes and behav-
iours. The majority of findings were reported in relation
to formal mental health care rather than informal sources
of support.

Help-seeking barriers

Stigma More than half the studies (n=34) referred to
stigma as a primary obstacle to help-seeking. Both indi-
viduals residing in Arab countries and non-Arab coun-
tries including refugee and immigrant samples mentioned
existing stigma at multiple levels of immediate and larger
environments. Refugees experienced stigma, reporting
discrimination by mental health professionals in host
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countries as a barrier to help-seeking, whereas clinicians
reported refugee’s avoidance of care due to stigmatisation
related to psychiatric diagnosis or treatment.

Privacy and confidentiality To a lesser extent, eight
studies reported the issue of privacy and confidentiality
as a barrier to seeking help. Overall, individuals worried
their confidentiality might be breached or knowledge
of their mental health issues might circulate around the
community, defecting their image or reputation. Only
one study considered electronic mental health services
among Arab students in Egypt [80], and another study
considered refugees and Lebanese community members
in Lebanon [88]. Issues surrounding privacy and confi-
dentiality were otherwise only conveyed by refugee and
immigrant samples, however this was less of an issue
in host countries compared to their countries of origin
[34]. Interestingly, worries about confidentiality were
expressed in relation to the use of interpreters in two
studies [31, 76], whereby individuals hesitated to share
their experiences with professionals in the presence of
interpreters describing them as unreliable and non-con-
fidential, especially within a small community of Arabs.

Mental health literacy The second most mentioned
barrier was mental health literacy which refers to the
knowledge and beliefs about mental illness and available
help including recognition, management, and prevention
[105]. 28 studies reported lack of awareness regarding
where to access mental health services and knowledge on
mental health in general across respondents in different
countries, professionals, and carers, as well as refugees.
This included misattribution of symptoms and causes
of mental health, and misconceptions of the role of psy-
chologists. Only one study indicated high levels of mental
health literacy regarding knowledge of available profes-
sional help [72]. Perceived severity of the problem and
ability to recognize need for help, explained preferences
to deal with the problem alone. Those who never had a
mental health issue preferred self-treatment compared
to people who experienced mental health issues before
or knew someone who did [67]. Unfamiliarity and beliefs
about treatment were also cited as a reason for not seek-
ing help from formal services.

Logistical barriers Seventeen studies referred to logis-
tical barriers which hindered help-seeking. Long wait
times for appointments, financial costs, availability of
services and staff, and transportation were commonly
reported. Arab adults residing in Arab countries, refu-
gees, and immigrants, as well as service providers and
family carers reported financial limitations specifically,
including issues with initial consultation, continuing
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care, and medication costs. One quantitative study
exceptionally found lower financial issues among refu-
gees to be associated with lower help-seeking [101].
This could be that refugees experiencing financial hard-
ships and other difficulties were receiving support from
other social services.

Language Language and communication barriers were
reported in ten studies, primarily by refugee popula-
tions and Arabs in non-Arabic speaking countries. Ser-
vice providers working with a refugee population in
one study mutually reported language as a barrier [51].
Individuals reported difficulties in approaching profes-
sionals due to language barriers finding it challenging
to express themselves. Language differences between
host communities and the refugees made it tough for
individuals to articulate needs and explain problems
when speaking to a professional. The use of interpret-
ers facilitating language differences also raised concerns
regarding misinterpretation and miscommunication in
translation.

Cultural barriers Cultural barriers to help-seeking
were mentioned in ten studies. Lack of multicultural
competence of professionals and difficulties feeling
understood were especially reported by refugees and
immigrant minorities in non-Arab countries, whereby
individuals expressed a mismatch between needs and
available western mental health services. Resorting to
alternative ways to getting better that were more cul-
turally appropriate such as religious or traditional heal-
ers also influenced the likelihood to seek help from for-
mal services. Interestingly, one study reported cultural
norms of enduring difficulties rather than seeking help
[92]. One study mentioned that Syrian refugees were
more likely to seek help from formal services in Norway
compared to Syria due to cultural differences between
the two countries and acceptability of treatment [31].
Service providers in one study [41], and refugees in
another study [73], mentioned higher prioritisation of
daily life challenges and physical health problems as rea-
sons to not seek help.

Trust Ten studies revealed trust as an important bar-
rier. Immigrant and refugee populations in two studies
expressed distrust in western mental health care systems
[62, 94], and this was supported by one study with men-
tal health professionals working with refugees [51]. Issues
surrounding mistrust and lack of confidence in compe-
tency and transparency of professionals were revealed,
mostly in refugee and immigrant samples. Participants
felt reluctant to disclose personal information having
limited trust in the quality of services.
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Help-seeking facilitators

Out of the 74 included studies, facilitators to help-seek-
ing were significantly less reported (n=4). One study
mentioned increasing societal and family awareness,
external support, encouragement of seeking support,
the want to change, and online services, as facilita-
tors to help seeking [88]. Professionals in two qualita-
tive studies working in Arab and non-Arab countries
expressed that a shared culture between client and
therapist is an important facilitator to treatment [63]
and the quality of doctor patient relationship influences
likelihood of seeking or continuing treatment [37]. Ref-
ugees in one quantitative study established that feelings
of connectedness with the host country and social inte-
gration play a role in promoting help seeking from a GP
[65].

Other factors

Some studies reported mixed findings for the role of
religion, and family and community, in relation to facil-
itating or hindering help-seeking. Two studies regarded
religion as a barrier, and this was expressed by carers
of people with mental illness and psychiatrists [41, 99].
Interestingly, being from a certain religion compared
to others either facilitated or hindered help-seeking.
Refugees and immigrants in two studies indicated cer-
tain interpretations in Islam perceived mental illness
as a form of punishment from God and therefore con-
sidered seeking treatment to be against God’s will [83,
94]. Seeking help from religious healers was less stig-
matising and more confidential. However, in one study,
Arabs described how faith facilitated help-seeking and
described the convergence between Muslim values and
help-seeking [39].

The role of family and community members was
expressed as a barrier to help-seeking in two studies,
with individuals expressing discouragement from fam-
ily members to seek psychiatric help [66, 103]. Con-
versely, two studies described how positive influence
from social networks facilitated help-seeking [75, 77].
Three studies identified the role of family and commu-
nity support as being both facilitating and hindering
help seeking [40, 63, 88]. One study found no associa-
tion between parental support and help-seeking atti-
tudes [79].

Discussion

To our knowledge, this systematic review was first
to explore experiences of mental health help-seek-
ing among Arab populations globally. The 74 identi-
fied studies demonstrated that Arabs across countries
portrayed similarities in help-seeking behaviours and
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attitudes, identifying common barriers and facilitators
in their experiences. Participants largely varied in age,
gender, occupation, geographic location or residence,
and range of mental health problems.

Results indicate common mental health difficulties
among Arabs across countries, however, rates of help-
seeking are generally low and individuals use formal
services less than other non-Arab ethnicities. This is
consistent with findings from a systematic review on
Filipino ethnic minorities across countries, where high
levels of psychological distress but low utilisation of men-
tal health services were found [11], and comparable to
Chinese, South Asian, and Southeast Asian immigrants
[106], African American and Hispanic populations [107],
and other ethnic minorities [108]. There is a lack of data
regarding factors influencing help-seeking behaviours.
Mixed findings associating higher distress levels and
symptomatology and increased help-seeking were found.
Research generally reports on levels of distress in relation
to help-seeking attitudes rather than behaviours, how-
ever, clinical characteristics partially explain the type of
help-seeking in Chinese populations [109]. Older people
and males were more likely to use services in this review.
These factors are also reported as determinants to help-
seeking in the literature [110, 111]. People might perhaps
not seek help in a timely way when symptoms emerge, or
younger individuals might start with lower symptom lev-
els therefore not seeking help at a young age. However,
as people get older and remaining difficulties increase in
severity, they might be more likely to seek help.

Furthermore, Arabs across countries have negative atti-
tudes towards formal help-seeking, reluctance to seek
help, and preferred informal sources of psychological
support. These findings are consistent with help-seek-
ing attitudes in Filipino [11], Asian American [112], and
Indian ethnic minority populations [113]. Differences in
help-seeking attitudes among Arabs from different coun-
tries is not thoroughly addressed in existing literature,
and only one study found differences [45], while another
did not [47]. Therefore, future research should consider
how a country of origin may influence help-seeking
attitudes. Contextual influences on Arab help-seeking
attitudes should also be considered in future research,
as only two studies highlighted that Arabs in non-Arab
countries show higher willingness and acceptability to
visit a mental health professional overseas in contrast to
their native country [31, 70]. However, included studies
generally suggested that higher acculturation and more
years spent in host countries by refugees and immigrants
predicted favourable attitudes to help-seeking. A study
with similar results indicated higher levels of accultura-
tion meant more positive attitudes toward seeking help
among Vietnamese Americans [114]. This could explain
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exposure and acculturation to cultures that are more tol-
erant of mental health stigma, probably influencing more
favourable attitudes to formal services.

The influence of stigma and gender on help-seeking
attitudes was highlighted in included studies. Conceptu-
alizations of mental illness and societal stigma influenced
willingness and intentions to seek help and predicted
fewer positive attitudes to help-seeking. This is consist-
ent among European ethnicities [115]. Gender predicted
help-seeking attitudes and although men had higher rates
of service use, they endorsed less favourable attitudes
to help-seeking compared to women. This contrasts
with studies suggesting attitudinal barriers as predic-
tive of service utilisation [116], where men displayed less
favourable attitudes and lower help-seeking behaviours
[117]. It is unclear why high intentions to seek help
among women did not reflect higher help-seeking behav-
iours, but this may suggest differences in barriers to help-
seeking between men and women. Gender differences in
help-seeking attitudes compare to other findings [118],
and a previous systematic review suggested conformity
to traditional masculine gender norms impacts attitudes
related to help-seeking and may explain less favourable
attitudes among men [119]. It might be that Arab men
are less likely to seek informal support from friends and
family due to stigma and fear of how they may be per-
ceived as weak and more likely to utilise formal services.
However, results from one study highlight that women
and men have largely similar attitudes about informal
help seeking, and only differ in attitudes towards formal
help-seeking [120].

Although other factors affecting help-seeking attitudes
such as mental health literacy, age, educational attain-
ment, and religion were not among the most cited in
the review, some interesting points can be made. Men-
tal health literacy predicted more positive attitudes to
help-seeking and this is comparable to other populations
[121], and to Arab student’s attitudes in this review. Only
one study contrastingly documented pessimistic attitudes
and high levels of mental health literacy among students
in this review [72]. Studies simultaneously indicated that
older age and higher educational attainment were associ-
ated with more positive attitudes to help-seeking. These
findings are contradictory, suggesting other factors spe-
cific to the populations sampled in the included studies
may explain these observations.

Prominent barrier themes to help-seeking in this
review are consistent with commonly reported obsta-
cles to accessing care and seeking psychological support
among Asian Americans [122], Asian and Latin Ameri-
can adolescents [123], and refugees in high income coun-
tries [124]. Stigmatisation of Arab individuals by society
and one’s own stigma toward mental health treatment
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remained a major barrier to mental health treatment.
Stigma is repeatedly reported as a significant barrier
to help-seeking in previous reviews [11, 125, 126], and
among ethnic minority populations and refugees across
regions [127, 128]. Fear of cultural and societal stigma
stemmed from individuals possibly being treated dif-
ferently and marginalised because of labels, avoided in
social situations, or isolated by community members.
Mental health literacy was the second most prominent
barrier to help-seeking, and misinformation or a lack of
information about mental health and available services
was also a barrier in a review on East Asian immigrants
[129]. Practical barriers to the use of mental health ser-
vices like accessibility and financial constraints also hin-
dered help-seeking in similarity to reported barriers
among ethnically diverse and impoverished women [130]
and black and ethnic minority communities [131]. The
deterrent roles of language differences, trust, privacy,
and cultural differences were reported less, however,
they were especially applicable to immigrant and refugee
populations. Similar findings have been reported in non-
Arab refugee and immigrant samples suggesting negative
experiences in host countries may discourage individuals
from seeking help [132].

Facilitators to help-seeking were much less reported,
precluding many conclusions from being drawn. Facili-
tators including social integration in host countries and
culturally competent staff were expressed by refugees and
immigrants as promoting treatment. Most literature only
reports barriers to treatment among refugees. However,
one study considered use of services aiming to facilitate
settlement reporting a positive association between inter-
ethnic networks and use of those services [133]. It is dif-
ficult to conclude a certain association between refugee
integration and mental health help-seeking, but literature
suggests the importance of social integration on mental
health [134].

One study in the review reported that quality of doc-
tor-patient relationship influences the likelihood of
seeking and continuing treatment [37]. A systematic
review reported that certain characteristics and behav-
iours of professionals such as empathy and trustworthi-
ness helped patients with post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) feel comfortable, and competent caring provid-
ers were key in initiating help-seeking and continuing
care [135]. Immigrant and refugee women with post-
partum depression (PPD) also reported health care rela-
tionship as a critical determinant to seek and accept help
[136]. More research is needed to understand facilita-
tors to help-seeking for Arabs, especially among non-
refugee and non-immigrant Arab samples. Consideration
of adults who sought help from services would aid our
understanding of real-life factors leading to seeking help.
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Conflicting findings on factors that served both as
facilitators and barriers to Arab help-seeking were con-
cluded upon synthesis of the studies, specifically: (1) Role
of family and community; (2) Religion.

O’Mahony et al. [136] similarly reported social net-
works as being supportive or non-supportive with effects
on psychological health and well-being, and perceptions
of need for care within close networks (i.e., told by fam-
ily/friends to seek professional help) were reported as
significant predictors of service use among Latinos in
the United States [137]. A study documented spouses
and children as key reasons patients were motivated to
engage in treatment [135], and social support from fam-
ily and friends played an important role in professional
help-seeking for suicidality [138]. Contrastingly, lower
perceived social support from family was a significant
predictor of positive help-seeking attitudes and greater
help-seeking behaviour among Mexican American stu-
dents [139]. This could be individuals feeling an increased
need to seek out help if they sense a lack of support from
social networks around them.

Religion is not consistently reported in the litera-
ture and one study documented religion and spirituality
as barriers to mental health help-seeking among African
American youth [140]. Greater distrust towards health-
care systems and concern surrounding social stigma
associated with seeking treatment was expressed among
religious clients in one study [141]. Literature suggests
that mental health attributions and causal beliefs regard-
ing the aetiology of mental illness influence help-seeking
behaviours [142], whereby ethnic minorities are more
likely to mention spirituality causes to mental illness
[143]. This might explain why individuals are less likely to
access formal services and rely on faith-based healers and
spiritual treatments.

Strengths and limitation
This review was first to assess a wide range of mental
health help-seeking related outcomes in Arab popula-
tions around the world. The robust systematic search
strategy aimed to strike a balance between precision
and sensitivity, using optimal database combination. We
chose to preserve sensitivity and comprehensiveness to
capture relevant published literature. We adhered to the
PRISMA guidelines to conduct and report systematic
reviews, and independent reviewers were included in
the screening stage. The mixed methods appraisal tool
(MMAT) utilised in previous systematic reviews and
with demonstrated validity and reliability was chosen to
assess quality of included studies.

Several limitations also need to be considered. Firstly,
participants of included studies had to be 18 years of
age or older, meaning studies with elderly populations
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were included, and help-seeking for younger and older
adults may differ due to generational differences [32].
Additionally, needs of refugee populations may differ
from immigrants and therefore require alternative help-
seeking pathways. Moreover, this review prioritised the
overinclusion of studies for a comprehensive picture
of the existing evidence regarding mental health help-
seeking in Arabs. As a result, the analysis included low
quality studies, and this affected the interpretation of the
findings. Additionally, most quantitative studies were
cross-sectional, making it difficult to determine tempo-
ral directions of associations which is necessary to estab-
lish causality. Many of the included studies were low in
external validity using convenience sampling, making it
difficult to generalise results. A crucial limitation per-
tained to differences in help-seeking measures and defi-
nitions used, making comparison of results difficult. The
heterogeneous nature of studies did not allow for a meta-
synthesis. The measures were western-based inventories,
and therefore may not have suited cross-cultural research
on Arab participants. Lastly, the search was restricted to
the English language. However, no appropriate papers
in a non-English language were found during the soft
search prior to the systematic search and therefore this is
unlikely to have been a considerable limitation.

Implications

This review highlights gaps in the literature propos-
ing several implications for research, practice, and pol-
icy. Although help-seeking behaviours and attitudes
are separate constructs, many studies in this review
reported help-seeking intentions and attitudes as actual
behaviours. Hence, future research needs to further
operationalize these definitions. Most data reported on
help-seeking attitudes and intentions rather than actual
behaviours, therefore, future research should focus on
actual utilisation rates of services to gain better under-
standing of factors that influence help-seeking behav-
iours. Majority of studies discussed help-seeking barriers
rather than facilitators and a focus on factors promot-
ing help-seeking is needed in future research. Results
showed that help-seeking is more problematic for Arabs
in their native countries and that acculturation in host
countries allows for better engagement with services and
help sources. Therefore, increasing mental health literacy
to reduce stigma through psychoeducation and anti-
stigma campaigns could be employed to encourage help-
seeking. Interventions targeting friends and family could
be useful in changing help-seeking attitudes and behav-
iours, as they might motivate and encourage individuals
to seek help from mental health services. The importance
of culturally informed interventions and the need for
Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) representation
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amongst healthcare professionals has been documented
in various studies [129, 144, 145]. Such efforts may pro-
vide solutions in overcoming barriers to help-seeking
among Arabs, allowing individuals to receive treatment
from professionals they can relate to on an ethnic and
cultural basis. Finally, mental health legislations should
focus on areas such as prevention, early identification
and intervention, and integrated care and recovery, for
Arab populations in different countries. Policies designed
to address the status of Arab immigrants and refugees in
order to recognize, protect, and facilitate their ability to
seek mental health support is especially needed.

Conclusion

The findings of this review highlight that help-seeking
among Arab populations globally, is influenced by cul-
tural and to some extent by religious values, mental
health literacy, and stigma.

Despite expectations of the role of migration and accul-
turation that might influence help-seeking behaviours
and attitudes, only few findings showed that the pro-
cess of acculturation in host countries can increase the
likelihood and acceptability of help-seeking. There still
remains a high proportion of those in need of mental
health support who may not access services, as individu-
als fundamentally hold onto cultural beliefs regardless
of where they live. Additional logistical barriers that
influence help-seeking in host countries among immi-
grated individuals include factors related to language and
culture.

This review highlights the importance of increasing
mental health literacy through psychoeducation and anti-
stigma campaigns, developing culturally appropriate and
accessible clinical interventions, and ensuring that clini-
cians are representative of the populations they serve.
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