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Agenda

1. Introduction: Race, culture, and mental health on campus

2. Working across cultures

3. International student mental health: A case study

4. Strategies and next steps
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3. International student mental health: A case study

4. Strategies and next steps

Unpublished data courtesy Kristin Oberheide
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Venkataram K and Yee P. Greater Inclusion Can Help Asian Americans Crack the Bamboo Ceiling. Bain & Co. Brief. May 4, 2022. Available online at: 
https://www.bain.com/insights/greater-inclusion-can-help-asian-americans-crack-the-bamboo-ceiling/

Taking the temperature in the room
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Edles, L. (2003). In L. I. Winters, & H. L. DeBose, New faces in a changing America: Multiracial identity in the 21st century.

“The race noted on a health form is the same 
race noted by a salesclerk, a police officer, 
or a judge, and this racial classification has a 
profound impact on daily life experience in 
this country. That is, the variable ‘race’ is not 
a biological construct that reflects innate 
differences, but a social construct that 
precisely captures the impacts of racism.”

– Camara Phyllis Jones

What is race?

Jones CP. Am J Public Health. 2000;90(8): 1212-1215.
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Scope of today’s talk

We will primarily focus on culture, not race, for unpacking 
complexities of behavior and mental health

 However, race and racism do very much influence 
mental health

 Purpose of these frameworks:
 Increase understanding of those we interact with
 Bridge differences more skillfully
 Cultivate empathy

“Whoever discovered water, it certainly 
wasn’t a fish.”

– Marshall McLuhan (likely paraphrasing a Japanese saying)

“Culture eats strategy for breakfast.”
– Peter Drucker

What is culture?
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What we 
can see

How
people 
behave

Why
they do 

it

ADDRESSING our cultural influences

A ge/generation

D isability status (congenital)

D isability status (acquired)

R eligion/spirituality

E thnicity/race

S ocioeconomic status
S exual orientation
I ndigenous heritage
N ationality
Gender/gender identity
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Masuda and Nisbett: Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (2001)
Markus and Kitayama: Psychological Review (1991)

Culture affects how we see the world

Nisbett & Masuda. (2003). PNAS. 100. 11163-70
Chiu, L.-H. (1972). Int . J. Psychol . 7, pp. 235-242..

Culture affects how we see the world

Which two go together?
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Culture affects how we process the world

Cultural neuroscience: “Investigates how culture has 
implications not only for shared environments, as has 
historically been shown in cultural psychology, but also 
for the brain, physiology, and genes, which have 
generally been within the purview of neuroscience.”

 Example: Freeman et al. (2009)
 fMRI study of Americans and Japanese
 “Dominant” vs. “subordinate” silhouettes

Freeman: Neuroimage. 2009 Aug 1;47(1):353-9.
Kim and Sasaki. Annu Rev Psychol (2014)

Culture affects how we communicate

 The superior man is modest in his speech, but excels in his action.
君子欲訥於言而敏於行

 Fine words and an insinuating appearance are seldom associated with 
true virtue.
巧言令色、鮮矣仁
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Culture affects how we deal with problems…

Images by Yang Liu

…how we interact with authority…

Images by Yang Liu
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…and how we express emotions

Images by Yang Liu

Culture defines what is “normal”

Becker AE, et al. Br J Psychiatry. 2002 Jun;180:509-14. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x3sH0RqVPhg

Culture shapes and is shaped by our values

23

24



11/18/2022

13

Never look for a psychological 
explanation unless every effort 
to find a cultural one has been 
exhausted.

– Margaret Mead, 1959
(quoting William Fielding Ogburn)

Culture is foundational to psychology

Culture impacts all aspects of mental health

Culture shapes…
 Experience/prioritization of symptoms
 Identification of illness
 Conceptualization of treatment
 Participation in care

Clinicians have a culture too: Classifying illnesses, 
attending to patients, communicating during the 
clinical encounter, structuring work settings, developing 
a moral stance toward care…

Adapted from R Lewis-Fernandez
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Culture influences mental health expression

 Mental illness is highly stigmatized in 
Chinese culture (~ psychosis)

 Implications for marriage/kinship

 Neurasthenia (神经衰弱)

 Emphasis on somatic rather than 
psychological symptoms 

Cupping points for treating 
neurasthenia.

Kleinman A. Soc Sci Med. 1977; 11:3-10. 
Chen JA, Hung GC, Parkin S, Fava M, Yeung AS. Asian J Psychiatry. 2015 Feb;13:16-22. 

Asian approach to mental health concerns

“Don’t think too much”

“Don’t talk about it”

Social distance/stigma

Chen JA et al. J Clin Psychiatry. 2016;77(10):e1287-e1292

27

28



11/18/2022

15

“家丑不可外扬"
“Family ugliness should 

not be publicized.”
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Barriers to treatment

Structural

 Cost, transportation, access

 Language mismatch

 Mental health interventions poorly 
adapted for diverse patients

 Provider/diagnostic/systemic bias

 Model minority pressure to 
minimize concerns

Derr AS. Psychiatr Serv. 2016;67(3):265-274.
Yeung A, Kung W. Psychiatric News. 2004; 21(1): 34-36.
Kim BSK, Omizo MM. Couns. Psychol. 2003; 31:343–46.

Cultural

 Belief that depression and 
anxiety are personal 
weaknesses rather than 
illnesses

 Emotional inhibition rather 
than expression

 Traditional role of psychiatry; 
low awareness of services

 Stigma/shame

What do the numbers say?

(2012)
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What do the numbers say?

Chen JA, Stevens C, Wong SHM, Liu CH. Psychiatr Serv. 2019 Jun 01; 70(6):442-449. 

What we see clinically
 Patients often in crisis when they first present

 Very difficult to engage in treatment

 Very difficult to find appropriate referrals
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Agenda

1. Introduction: Race, culture, and mental health on campus

2. Working across cultures

3. International student mental health: A case study

4. Strategies and next steps

Cross-cultural opportunities

1. Enrichment/learning/growth

2. Diverse perspectives

3. Awareness of one’s own 
culture

4. Empathy

35

36



11/18/2022

19

Cross-cultural challenges

1. Isolation, communication 
difficulties

2. Acculturative stress

3. Identity conflict

4. Internalized shame/racism 
vs. cultural pride/narcissism?

5. Threat to cultural/family ties

Adapted from Nzinga Harrison, MD
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https://vimeo.com/754213652; Daniel “Jun Ho” Lee (by Kevin Jin Kwan Kim)

What’s in a Name?

Cross-cultural impasses

Differences in culture often underlie frustrating 
interactions

What are the signs?
 “These people always…”

 “They’re not like us.”

 “I don’t feel we can communicate.”
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Why are cross-cultural clashes difficult?

1. Cultural “rules” are more like unwritten assumptions

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X6kWygqR0L8 
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Why are cross-cultural clashes difficult?

2. They often reflect differences in core values

Image by Yang Liu

Why are cross-cultural clashes difficult?

3. Challenge to worldview can feel threatening – response to the “other”
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Why are cross-cultural clashes difficult?

4. Culture can feel insurmountable/impossible to change

Challenges when navigating difference

Whose “job” is it to adapt to the other?

Cultural relativism – What if I really disagree with a 
different cultural approach to a particular issue?

Can/should I influence something so fundamental to 
another person?

 How can I instill particular values in someone when they 
continue to receive the opposite message from their 
family/community?
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Agenda

1. Introduction: Race, culture, and mental health on campus

2. Working across cultures

3. International student mental health: A case study

4. Strategies and next steps

Case Study, Part 1: Meet Xinyi (Grace)

Xinyi (Grace) is a junior at Pratt Institute from Shenzhen, 
China. She is the second person in her family of her 
generation to study in the United States; her older cousin 
majored in business at a university in Indiana. Xinyi likes 
Brooklyn, and her apartment where she lives off campus. It’s 
close to Pratt and other students from China live in the 
complex too. She met some people in her program that she 
talks with in a group on WeChat about assignments and 
other social/gossip things. These colleagues became her 
closest friends here. She sometimes participates in CSSA 
activities, but she is not part of their main membership group. 
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Institute of International Education, Places of Origin fact sheets 2020.
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https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/17/opinion/america-chinese-students.html
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ADDRESSING our cultural influences

A ge/generation

D isability status (congenital)

D isability status (acquired)

R eligion/spirituality

E thnicity/race

S ocioeconomic status
S exual orientation
I ndigenous heritage
N ationality
Gender/gender identity

“Gen Z” (digital native)

No congenital disabilities

No acquired disabilities

Christian

Chinese/Asian

Middle class, urban
Straight/questioning?
Not indigenous
Chinese
Cisgender woman
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Self-segregation

Moore-Jones, P.J.. (2021). Journal of Global Education and Research. 6. 1-12.

 Qualitative study of of self-segregation motivation and 
frequency among 17 Chinese international graduate students 
at George Mason University

Self segregation

Challenges with integration

Moore-Jones, P.J.. (2021). Journal of Global Education and Research. 6. 1-12.
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Sense of belonging

Differences in values

Moore-Jones, P.J.. (2021). Journal of Global Education and Research. 6. 1-12.

Case Study, Part 2: COVID

During freshman year, COVID hit. Xinyi went home to China 
in April 2020; her plane ticket cost $8,000 USD. It was stressful 
trying to decide whether to stay in the US and try to do an 
internship or go home – she wanted to stay but her parents 
felt she would be safer at home. Xinyi was bored sophomore 
year with strict protocols on movement. Online classes were 
difficult to pay attention to in the middle of the night. She 
started living nocturnally while her family slept. Her second 
semester, some of her courses were during the day in China, 
but some of them were still at night, so sometimes her only 
sleep was in the form of little naps around the clock.
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Educational logistics

 Return to home country or stay in US?

 Travel bans and flight cancelations

 Quarantine at home—fear of infection, stigma, 
cost

 Visa appointment cancelations

 Abrupt changes in immigration policies

 Closure of testing centers for TOEFL, IELTS, 
GRE/GMAT

 Must be in US to apply for OPT

Cheng R. The COVID-19 Crisis and International Students. Inside Higher Ed. March 19,2020.

Learning environment

 Shift to online learning

 Quiet place to study?

 Lack of privacy—mental health concerns

 Challenging family dynamics

 Time zones (College Board)

 Is this worth the price of admission?

 In China: “云上课” (cloud class), “云留学” (cloud 
study aboard), “云毕业“ (cloud graduation).

Cheng R. The COVID-19 Crisis and International Students. Inside Higher Ed. March 19,2020.
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Typical student experience

“I have an internship from 9am-5pm. I start 
my online classes at 9pm. A lot of my 
assignments are due around 5am so I end 
up doing assignments after midnight. I don’t 
think I get enough sleep because I need to 
get up for internship in the morning. I try to 
take naps during lunch time. “

Adapted with permission from Weiyang Xie, PhD

Case Study, Part 3: Return to the US

Since Xinyi came back to Brooklyn for the fall semester 2021, 
she’s felt more isolated than before. Some of her friends are 
still in China or didn’t come back to Pratt at all. It was hard 
for Xinyi to get her parents’ approval to come back 
because they heard about the “Asian Hate” occurring in the 
USA. Actually, she was in the subway at night a few weeks 
ago and someone threw a water bottle in her direction. It 
didn’t hit her, but she wasn’t sure if it might be an attack. Her 
friend said it was. Xinyi is avoiding leaving the short blocks 
between Pratt campus and her apartment.
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Addressing COVID-related stressors

 Qualitative study of 22 students (11 
countries, 17 institutions)

 Recruited from larger study of 1,300 young 
adults’ experiences during the pandemic

 Thematic analysis revealed 4 main stressors

Zhang X, Wong GTF, Liu CH, Hahm HC, Chen JA. International student stressors and mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic: a qualitative study. 
2022 May 12. J Am Coll Health. 2022;1-7. 

Xiaoqiao Zhang, 
PhD

Cindy H. Liu, PhD Hyeouk “Chris” Hahm, 
PhD

Four major themes impacting mental health

Uncertainty and anxiety induced by 
decisions and policies in response to 

COVID-19

Limited understanding by educators 
and school staff of international 

students’ unique challenges

Fears regarding xenophobia

Greater awareness of racial and 
cultural identity

Zhang X, Wong GTF, Liu CH, Hahm HC, Chen JA. International student stressors and mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic: a qualitative study. 
2022 May 12. J Am Coll Health. 2022;1-7. 
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Fears regarding xenophobia

Zhang X, Wong GTF, Liu CH, Hahm HC, Chen JA. International student stressors and mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic: a qualitative study. 
2022 May 12. J Am Coll Health. 2022;1-7. 

Greater awareness of racial and 
cultural identity

9/17/20 Stop AAPI Hate Youth Report

341 of 2500 self-reported hate incidents involved 
youth (16%)

 7% involved physical assault

 Adults were present in 48% of the cases, but 
bystanders intervened in only 10%

The constant feeling that I must have a heightened 
awareness of my surroundings whenever my family 
and I go outside made me feel vulnerable.

— Cassie Eng, Youth Campaign intern

“ ”

Anti-Asian
hate crimes

150%
Overall
hate crimes

7%
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 AAPIs who experienced racism were more stressed by anti-
Asian hate than the pandemic itself

 After reporting, those who experienced racism had lower 
race-based traumatic stress

https://stopaapihate.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Stop-AAPI-Hate-Mental-Health-Report-210527.pdf

May 27, 2021
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Racial trauma

 Psychological trauma: Damage to 
the mind as a result of a distressing 
event

 Posttraumatic stress response: 
increased anxiety/fear, 
hypervigilance, avoidance, 
alterations in mood and cognition

Comas-Díaz L, Hall GN, Neville HA. Am Psychol. 2019;74(1):1-5.
Polanco-Roman L, Danies A, Anglin DM. Psychol Trauma. 2016;8(5):609-617.
Carter RT. Couns Psychol. 2007;35(1):13-105. 
Meyer IH. Psychol Bull. 2003;129(5):674-697.

 Race-based traumatic stress theory (Carter), Minority stress theory 
(Meyer)

Case Study, Part 4: Back on campus

Back in the states after a year at home, Xinyi is also feeling 
self-conscious about her English as she starts to work on 
planning her thesis. Her TOEFL score upon admission was an 
88, and she took IEP classes in her first year. She didn’t pay 
the IEP courses that much attention because her major 
courses demanded so much of her. She doesn’t feel fully 
comfortable speaking English, but her writing and reading 
skills are strong. She feels she sometimes has 
misunderstandings with American students and teachers, so 
she is not fully confident in her listening skills.
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Case Study, Part 4 continued

Xinyi has a professor right now who seems not to understand how 
she talks during critiques. She thinks the professor makes weird 
faces when she speaks. The professor also seems to talk less to her 
and other Chinese students. One time though, this professor 
interrupted another student to pronounce a word for them and 
made the student repeat it over and over. Xinyi avoids speaking 
and dreads that class. She also has another professor she has 
trouble understanding. This professor makes references to 
American culture constantly, which the American students 
actively discuss, but the Chinese students cannot understand. 
One time this professor made a comment about Hong Kong 
democracy that Xinyi and her classmates found upsetting though 
they decided not to say anything. 

Common issues

Identity
Acculturation
Social class
Discrimination/Raci
sm
Homesickness

Communication styles
Verbal v. non-verbal
High-context vs. low-context

Academic
Formal vs. informal classroom
Presentation styles
Outcome vs. process 

oriented
Interpersonal

Boundaries
Parental expectations
Peer pressure

Career Planning
Finances
Area of study
Planning
Immigration status

Second language anxiety
Daily routine
Communicating with professors and classmates
Coordinating a living situation
Asking for help
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Challenge of communication

 Fundamental challenge: Who “owns” the 
responsibility for effective communication?

 Written/conceptual language different 
than spoken/idiomatic language

 Cultural references, jokes, politics, etc.
Confianza. https://ellstudents.com/

Challenge of communication at Pratt

 What is the purpose of this 
education?

 How can both parties express 
what is needed for education to 
occur?

 Whose responsibility is it to 
understand the other? 

 What is the institution’s responsibility to help prepare both 
parties, especially if recruitment is intentional?
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Case Study, Part 5: Struggling

Xinyi has been withdrawing slowly from her classes as Fall 
term progresses. She feels overwhelmed and sick often with 
headaches. She hasn’t seen any friends in several weeks 
and she goes right home to her apartment when class ends. 
Although she also is missing class more frequently and 
sleeping instead. She misses her advising appointment and 
ignores her emails from the international office about her 
immigration check-in. She is constantly worried about her 
upcoming critique with the professor who can’t understand 
her.

US international student mental health pre-COVID-19

Tat Shing Yeung, 
PhD

Yeung TS, Hyun S, Stevens C, Liu CH, Chen JA. J Am Coll Health. 2021 Jan 31; 1-7.

Quantitative study of 42,428 domestic students and 2,423 
international students from Spring 2017 ACHA National College 
Health Assessment

75

76



11/18/2022

39

Agenda

1. Mental health in the context of culture

2. International student mental health before and during 
COVID-19

3. Strategies and next steps

 Partnership between 
Counseling + International 
Student offices

 Pre-departure: Email
communications, social media
engagement

 Arrival: Pick-up services, 
orientation, engagement

Institutional level

 Ongoing: Education, integration, support, services
Adapted with permission from Patricia Burak, Syracuse University.
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 Assess student beliefs regarding 
mental health and treatment

 Introduce counseling center or 
other mental health professionals

Institutional level

 Inform about resources and proactively debunk myths

 Train peer leaders and mentors

 Provide culturally/linguistically diverse mental health 
services

https://www.internationalstudentinsurance.com/explained/mental-health-video.php
Adapted with permission from Patricia Burak, Syracuse University.

 Buddy/Peer mentor programs

 Workshops (e.g., “Decoding U.S. Culture”, “Lost in Translation”, “Culture 
Shock”)

 “Let’s Talk” Drop-in Hours

 University 101-type courses

 Summer/Holiday programs

 Friendship family programs

 Discussion/Support Groups

 Creative initiatives (e.g., “Welcome to My World Photo Exhibition”)

Programming that helps

Adapted with permission from Patricia Burak, Syracuse University, and Xuhua Qin, Tufts University.

79

80



11/18/2022

41

Creative examples

 Resist otherization

 Get to know students as individuals 
(will require genuine curiosity & 
overcoming power distance, time 
constraints)
 What is this person’s story?

 What motivated them to study in the US? 
To study the arts/at Pratt?

 What does this person want for their future?

 Show respect; learn how to 
pronounce names

Engagement: The dance of connection

Image courtesy Jennifer M. Potter. https://www.jennifermpotter.com/shop/mermay-2018
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 Consider making classroom sessions 
available after class

 Turn the tables – allow students the 
chance to be experts and/or 
teachers

 Find ways to increase interaction of 
students from different backgrounds

 Increase ways to contribute – Chat 
box, annotate function, etc.

 Not all communication must be 
verbal

Classroom strategies

Center for Innovative Teaching and Learning, Indiana University Bloomington: https://citl.indiana.edu/teaching-resources/diversity-inclusion/integrating-
international-students-into-your-class/index.html

 Basic counseling skills: Empathy, 
reflection, respect, confidentiality

 Dispel myths, normalize 
challenges, make connections 
with mental health/counseling 
office

 Identify mental health problems 
and help students connect to 
treatment

Fundamentals of human engagement

Adapted with permission from Patricia Burak, Syracuse University.
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 Boundaries: “Limits people set to 
create a healthy sense of personal 
space.”

 You have an important role to play in 
engaging students; AND at the same 
time, it is not your job to be a 
therapist

But be mindful of boundaries

Adapted with permission from Patricia Burak, Syracuse University.

 Recognize limits of what you can do (including through 
conversation with peers), and advocate for needed changes at 
the institutional level

Recognize symptoms and bridge concepts

 May not acknowledge depressed 
mood

 Increased somatic complaints 
(disruption in sleep and appetite, 
stomachaches, headaches, dizziness)

 Avoidance, procrastination, 
?academic decline

 Cross-cultural bridge: “Stress” (压力)

Chen JA, Hung GC, Parkin S, Fava M, Yeung AS. Asian J Psychiatry. 2015 Feb;13:16-22. 
Chen JA, Yeung AS, Liu L. Psychiatr Serv. December 2017. 68(12) 

成绩
快乐
健康

压力/挑战水平

无趣
压抑

焦虑

最佳压力
/
挑战区
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Debunk common mental health myths

Counseling is for
crazy people.

Everyone will know I 
saw a counselor.

I can handle my own mental 
health problems. If I can't, 

that means I'm weak.

I could lose my 
visa status.

Only someone from 
my home country 
will understand my 

problem.

Four major themes impacting mental health

Uncertainty and anxiety induced by 
decisions and policies in response to 

COVID-19

Limited understanding by educators and 
school staff of international students’ 

unique challenges

Fears regarding xenophobia

Greater awareness of racial and cultural 
identity

Acknowledge the challenges of the 
current moment with empathy

Gain basic knowledge regarding visa 
policies and regulations, including knowing 

what resources to offer students

Support anti-racism efforts and educate 
international students on race and racism

Create shared affinity spaces and increase 
psychoeducation targeted toward 

international students

Zhang X, Wong GTF, Liu CH, Hahm HC, Chen JA. International student stressors and mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic: a qualitative study. 
2022 May 12. J Am Coll Health. 2022;1-7. 

87

88



11/18/2022

45

Film can be a powerful tool for fighting stigma

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qipDNvyHn-8

Thank you!

Please follow us online, and contact me to get 
involved!

Justin Chen: chen.justin@mgh.harvard.edu

mghstudentwellness.org

/mghstudentwellness

info@mghstudentwellness.org
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