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This guide serves as a concise, goal-oriented resource for clinicians supporting Arab and 
Arab American children, adolescents, and families. It highlights how cultural values, family 
structures, immigration experiences, and generational dynamics shape psychiatric care, 
while deliberately excluding religion and politics except for practical, theological 
considerations. 

1. Background and Community Context

• Diversity: Arabs as a group share an ancestral heritage specifically centered around
the Arabic language, and their culture derives from this shared heritage. Arab
communities originate from 22 countries with varied dialects, socioeconomic
backgrounds, and immigration histories. Be mindful of nuances and avoid broad
generalizations. There are also significant Arab populations in many countries
including the US with Arab Americans residing in all 50 states and Washington, DC.
States with the largest Arab American populations include California, Michigan, New
York, Florida, and New Jersey.

• Family orientation: Collectivist values emphasize family reputation and honor,
interdependence, and respect for elders. Parents and extended kin often act as
decision makers.

• Immigration and settlement: Experiences differ by voluntary migration,
professional relocation, refugee status, or family reunification, shaping expectations
and stressors. Some immigrants may have experienced a variety of traumatic
experiences including wars and forced migration. Intergenerational transmission of
trauma should be examined.

• Religion and culture: While this guide does not address theology or politics, it is
important to recognize that cultural practices may be shaped by religious traditions
(e.g., fasting, modesty norms, and family roles). It is important to know that Arabs
include Muslims, Christians, Jews, Druze, Baha'is and other religions. Clinicians
should approach these influences respectfully and focus on their practical impact
on care routines and engagement.

2. Cultural Beliefs and Mental Health

• Help-seeking patterns: Families may delay psychiatric care due to stigma,
preferring somatic explanations or primary care entry points. Meaningful
engagement often develops as mutual trust and rapport are established.
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• Stigma: Mental illness may be equated with weakness or family failure; mental
illness may be perceived as a threat to the family’s reputation or marriage prospects.
Clinicians should normalize care as skill development and health maintenance.

• Somatic expression: Distress is often expressed through physical symptoms such
as headaches, stomachaches, or fatigue. Clinicians should validate these somatic
complaints before gently introducing psychological considerations.

• Privacy and reputation: Documentation, school notes, and referrals should use
neutral, discreet wording where possible.

• Safety: Discussions around suicidal thoughts may be considered taboo and suicide
religiously sinful. Be aware of risk-taking behaviors as a potential alternative to
suicide. Clinicians should always screen for safety but approach the topic with
sensitivity.

• Substance use: Use of alcohol and drugs is prohibited in Muslim families. Clinicians
should screen for substance use while exploring family values when it comes to
substances.

• Cultural and religious interpretations of mental illness: In some Arab and Muslim
communities, mental health symptoms may be explained through religious
frameworks or attributed to supernatural causes such as Jinn, the evil eye, or sorcery.
These beliefs can delay psychiatric engagement or lead to reliance on traditional or
spiritual remedies. Clinicians should assess underlying psychiatric conditions,
including psychosis, while respecting cultural perspectives. Additionally,
expectations for rapid recovery and preference for traditional approaches may pose
challenges to sustained care.

3. Barriers to Access

• Stigma and fear of labeling

• Language and interpreter availability

• Concerns about confidentiality and family reputation

• Limited culturally-adapted resources in schools and clinics

• Lack of awareness or knowledge of mental illness or available treatments

4. Family and Generational Dynamics

• Parent–youth tensions: Autonomy, curfews, clothing, social media, and academic
expectations are common friction points. These tensions may be more pronounced
for second generation Arab youth, who often identify strongly with mainstream
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cultural norms in school and peer groups, whereas parents may emphasize 
maintaining original cultural values. Levels of acculturation can play a significant role 
in family dynamics. Conflicts can emerge over independence, dating, language use 
at home, and balancing bicultural identities, leading to feelings of misunderstanding 
or pressure on both sides. Discussions about sexuality may be taboo in some Arab 
families; guilt and shame around sexual behavior outside marriage is common.  

• Parenting practices: Traditional gender roles may still prevail in some Arab 
families. Older siblings may be expected to serve as role models and authority 
figures for younger siblings. Education is highly valued as a pathway to social 
mobility and success. Children may feel pressure to live up to their parents’ 
expectations. Parenting practices in some Arab families may favor punishment-
oriented approaches over those that are reward-oriented.

• Clinical approach:

1. Validate both perspectives (e.g., safety/reputation vs independence).

2. Identify shared goals (e.g., reduced conflict, academic success).

3. Negotiate time limited compromises (e.g., later curfew contingent on stable 
school performance).

5. Strengths and Resilience

• Family loyalty: Engage extended family as allies in treatment adherence.

• Valuing education: Reframe therapy as skill building and mastery.-building and
mastery.

• Bicultural identity: Highlight bilingualism and cultural flexibility as resilience
factors.

6. Clinical Engagement Strategies

• Fasting and routines: For families that observe fasting, adapt medication regimens
to accommodate meal and sleep patterns during fasting periods; emphasize
hydration and rest.

• Communication style: Storytelling and long narratives are common; use
summarizing and clarifying techniques.
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• Greeting etiquette: When greeting conservative Muslim families, it is respectful to 
note that physical contact between members of the opposite gender may be 
avoided; a hand placed over the chest is often used as a polite alternative gesture. 

• Interpreter use: Always use trained interpreters; avoid relying on children. Be aware 
of various Arab dialects and their potential impact on interpretation.  

• Confidentiality: Clarify explicitly with both youth and parents, in parallel statements. 
When it comes to their children, Arab parents may find confidentiality and autonomy 
challenging to accept. 

7. Misconception vs Fact:  

• Misconception: “Mental illness means the family failed or spirituality is weak.” → 
Fact: Mental health conditions arise from brain body environment interactions and 
respond well to treatment. 

• Misconception: “Therapy makes problems worse or is a waste of time.” → Fact: 
Structured therapies reduce symptoms and improve coping. 

• Misconception: “Meds are addictive and permanent.” → Fact: Most pediatric 
medications are nonaddictive, and time limited-limited trials are common. 

• Misconception: “All Arabs are Muslims, and all Muslims are Arabs” → Fact: While the 
majority of Arabs are Muslim, Arab communities also include Christians, Jews, 
Druze, and followers of other faiths. Most Muslims are not Arabs; the largest Muslim 
community in the world is found in Indonesia. 

8. Quick-Start Clinical Tips 

• Ask directly: “Who usually helps with decisions at home?” 

• Begin with strengths (e.g., education, perseverance, and community ties). 

• Decision Making: Arab parents may expect physicians to make decisions on behalf of 
the family, reflecting traditional authority-based dynamics. To bridge this with 
Western shared decision-making models, clinicians can offer clear, structured 
options (e.g., “We could start with A or B—what fits your family best?”) while 
explicitly explaining the concept of patient autonomy. This approach respects 
cultural expectations while gently introducing collaborative care models. 
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9. Do's and Don'ts 

Do: 

• Use professional interpreters and speak directly to the family. 

• Ask about cultural norms, expectations, and possible conflicts.  

• Begin with strengths and highlight resilience factors. 

• Validate somatic complaints before linking to mental health. 

• Clarify confidentiality clearly with both youth and caregivers. 

• Adapt treatment plans around family routines, meals, and fasting periods. 

• Ask directly and respectfully about safety concerns (including suicidal thoughts or 
self-harm) and substance use and explain how this information will be used to 
support the patient and family. 

Don't: 

• Rely on children or untrained relatives as interpreters. 

• Assume uniformity across Arab communities; avoid stereotypes. 

• Minimize or dismiss stigma concerns; instead, normalize care. 

• Use overly clinical jargon without explanation. 

• Document sensitive information without discussing wording options. 

Summary: Arab and Arab American youth and families bring strong resilience, loyalty, and 
adaptability to psychiatric care. Clinicians who approach them with curiosity, discretion, 
and flexibility around family structure and acculturation gaps can greatly enhance 
engagement and outcomes.  

 


