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Chapter 1
Introduction
Depression is one of the most prevalent mental health disorders affecting young people and represents a significant public health concern in England. It can have profound effects on emotional wellbeing, educational attainment, social relationships, and long-term quality of life (NHS England, 2023). Although awareness of mental health has improved, many young people from South Asian communities continue to face challenges when seeking professional support. Cultural stigma, fear of bringing shame to the family, and misconceptions surrounding mental illness can discourage individuals from discussing their mental health or accessing appropriate services (Kapadia et al., 2022).
Evidence suggests that young people from ethnic minority communities are less likely to engage with mental health services despite experiencing similar or greater levels of psychological distress (Prajapati and Liebling, 2021). Understanding the cultural and social factors influencing help-seeking behaviour is therefore essential for reducing health inequalities and improving access to culturally appropriate care. This dissertation explores how cultural stigma influences help-seeking behaviour among young people within South Asian communities in England. It also examines the barriers to accessing mental health support and considers how health and social care professionals can promote culturally competent practice to improve mental health outcomes.
1.2 Key Definitions
To establish a clear understanding of this study, it is important to define the key concepts that underpin the research. Depression is a common mental health disorder characterised by persistent feelings of sadness, loss of interest or pleasure in daily activities, and reduced ability to function socially, academically, and emotionally. Symptoms can range from mild to severe and may significantly affect an individual's quality of life if left untreated (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_8BtkbfYt]For this dissertation, the term young people refers to individuals from South Asian communities in England who are experiencing depression. This study explores how cultural stigma influences help-seeking behaviour and access to mental health support.
Cultural stigma describes the negative beliefs, stereotypes and social attitudes surrounding mental illness within a cultural group. Within some South Asian communities, mental health conditions may be perceived as bringing shame to the individual or family, discouraging open discussion and delaying access to professional support (Kapadia et al., 2022).
Help-seeking behaviour refers to the process of recognising a mental health concern and actively seeking assistance from formal services, such as healthcare professionals, or informal sources, including family and friends (Barrow and Thomas, 2022). In this study, South Asian communities refers to individuals of Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan heritage living in England, while recognising the diversity of cultural beliefs and experiences within these populations.
1.3 Background and Current Context
Depression among young people has become an increasing public health concern in England, with growing evidence demonstrating its impact on emotional wellbeing, educational achievement, and future life opportunities. Recent data indicate that approximately one in five children and young people aged 8–25 years were identified as having a probable mental health disorder in 2023, highlighting the increasing demand for accessible mental health services (NHS England, 2023). Early intervention is widely recognised as essential for reducing the long-term effects of depression and improving overall wellbeing (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2022).
Although mental health services in England have expanded in recent years, inequalities in access and service utilisation remain evident among ethnic minority communities. Research suggests that cultural beliefs, stigma and limited mental health literacy continue to influence attitudes towards depression within some South Asian communities, leading many young people to delay or avoid seeking professional support (Prajapati and Liebling, 2021). These barriers may contribute to poorer mental health outcomes and increase the risk of symptoms worsening before treatment is accessed.
Understanding how cultural stigma influences help-seeking behaviour is becoming increasingly important given the varied population of England. Gaining this knowledge can help social workers and health care providers provide culturally sensitive treatments that lessen inequality and increase access to quality mental health care (Kapadia et al., 2022).
1.4 Rationale / Problem Statement
[bookmark: _Int_vZUNxmXx]Depression is increasingly recognised as a major public health issue affecting young people; however, evidence suggests that individuals from South Asian communities continue to experience barriers to accessing mental health support. Cultural stigma, fear of negative judgement and limited awareness of available services may discourage young people from seeking professional help, potentially delaying diagnosis and treatment (Kapadia et al., 2022). Although previous studies have explored mental health inequalities among ethnic minority groups, there remains limited research specifically examining how cultural stigma influences help-seeking behaviour among young South Asians living in England (Prajapati and Liebling, 2021).
This study aims to address this gap by synthesising current evidence through a secondary literature review. The findings may contribute to a better understanding of the barriers faced by young people and provide recommendations to support culturally responsive practice within health and social care. As this research is based on existing literature, its findings will depend on the quality and availability of published evidence, which may limit the breadth of perspectives included.
1.5 Aim and Objectives
The aim of this dissertation is to investigate how cultural stigma influences help-seeking behaviour among young people from South Asian communities in England experiencing depression. It explores the barriers to accessing mental health support and examines how culturally appropriate services can improve engagement and mental health outcomes.
The following objectives provide the framework for achieving the research aim:
1. To define and examine the concepts of depression, cultural stigma, and help-seeking behaviour among young people from South Asian communities in England. 
2. To critically review current literature on the influence of cultural stigma on mental health and help-seeking behaviour. 
3. To identify the barriers that prevent young people from accessing mental health services and analyse these findings using thematic analysis. 
4. To provide evidence-based recommendations for health and social care professionals, policymakers, and mental health services to improve culturally appropriate support and reduce inequalities in access to care.
1.6 Chapter Summary
This chapter introduced the dissertation by outlining the significance of depression among young people from South Asian communities in England and the influence of cultural stigma on help-seeking behaviour. It defined the key concepts, presented the study's background, rationale, aim and objectives, and established the foundation for the literature review. The next chapter critically examines current evidence on depression, cultural stigma, help-seeking behaviour, and barriers to accessing mental health services.






















Chapter 2
2.1 Introduction to the Literature Review
Depression is one of the leading causes of illness and disability among young people worldwide and represents a significant public health concern in England (World Health Organization, 2023). Although awareness of mental health has increased in recent years, young people from South Asian communities continue to experience substantial barriers to recognising symptoms, seeking professional support, and accessing appropriate mental health services. Existing evidence suggests that cultural stigma, family expectations, religious beliefs, and concerns about social reputation can discourage individuals from discussing depression openly or engaging with available services (Kapadia et al., 2022; Bansal et al., 2022). Consequently, many young people delay seeking help until their symptoms become more severe, increasing the risk of poorer mental health outcomes.
This literature review critically examines research on depression among young people from South Asian communities in England, focusing on the influence of cultural stigma on help-seeking behaviour. It evaluates existing evidence on family attitudes, cultural beliefs, discrimination, and access to mental health services, while considering the role of health and social care professionals in improving culturally appropriate support. The review provides the foundation for the dissertation and identifies gaps for future research.
2.2 Understanding Depression Among Young People
Depression is a common mental health disorder characterised by persistent feelings of sadness, hopelessness, reduced motivation, and a loss of interest in everyday activities. It can also affect sleep, appetite, concentration, academic performance, and social relationships, significantly reducing an individual's quality of life (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2022). While depression can occur at any stage of life, adolescence and young adulthood are recognised as particularly vulnerable periods because of rapid emotional, psychological, and social development. During these years, young people often experience increased academic pressures, identity formation, family expectations, and changing relationships, all of which may contribute to poor mental health if appropriate support is unavailable (World Health Organization, 2023).
Research indicates that depression among young people has increased over the past decade. NHS England (2023) reported that probable mental health disorders have become increasingly common among children and young people in England, with depression and anxiety representing a substantial proportion of diagnosed conditions. Similarly, the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2023) highlighted that poor mental health continues to affect educational attainment, employment opportunities, and long-term wellbeing. These findings demonstrate that depression extends beyond individual symptoms and has wider social and economic consequences for individuals, families, and healthcare systems.
Although depression affects people from all ethnic backgrounds, evidence suggests that young people from South Asian communities often experience additional challenges that may increase their vulnerability. Kapadia et al. (2022) argue that ethnic inequalities within healthcare can reduce access to timely mental health support, while Bansal et al. (2022) found that stigma, fear of discrimination and concerns about bringing shame upon the family frequently discourage individuals from acknowledging emotional difficulties. Consequently, symptoms may remain hidden for prolonged periods, increasing the likelihood of delayed diagnosis and treatment.
Several studies also suggest that depression within South Asian communities is frequently expressed through physical symptoms rather than emotional language. For example, individuals may present with headaches, fatigue, or unexplained pain instead of reporting sadness or low mood, making recognition by healthcare professionals more difficult (Nwokoroku et al., 2022). This highlights the importance of culturally competent assessment, as reliance on Western models of symptom presentation may contribute to underdiagnosis within minority ethnic populations.
[bookmark: _Int_ETebL3Wp]Despite growing awareness of mental health, the literature presents differing views regarding whether rates of depression are genuinely higher among South Asian young people or whether disparities mainly reflect differences in help-seeking behaviour and access to services. Some researchers argue that cultural stigma and limited engagement with mental health services led to under-reporting rather than lower prevalence (Kapadia et al., 2022). Others suggest that socioeconomic disadvantage, discrimination, and social exclusion interact with cultural factors to increase the overall risk of depression (Prajapati and Liebling, 2021). This indicates that depression should be understood within a broader social and cultural context rather than being viewed solely as an individual medical condition.
Overall, the literature shows that depression among young people is influenced by biological, psychological, social, and cultural factors. For South Asian communities in England, cultural beliefs and inequalities can affect how depression is recognised and how support is accessed. These findings provide the foundation for examining cultural stigma and help-seeking behaviour in the following sections.
2.3 Cultural Stigma in South Asian Communities
[bookmark: _Int_RT7gfdCI]Cultural stigma is widely recognised as one of the most significant barriers preventing young people from South Asian communities from seeking timely support for depression. Stigma refers to the negative attitudes, stereotypes and discriminatory behaviours associated with mental illness that can result in shame, social exclusion, and reluctance to access healthcare services (Vyas, Wood and McPherson, 2021). Within many South Asian families, mental health problems may be viewed as a sign of personal weakness, poor upbringing, or a source of family dishonour. As a result, young people experiencing depression may conceal their symptoms to avoid judgement from relatives and the wider community (Bansal et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_H6zhEtwd]Several studies suggest that stigma operates at multiple levels, including self-stigma, family stigma, and community stigma. Self-stigma occurs when individuals internalise negative beliefs about mental illness, leading to feelings of embarrassment, guilt, and reduced self-worth (Vyas, Wood and McPherson, 2021). This can discourage young people from recognising their symptoms or believing they deserve professional support. Family stigma is particularly influential within South Asian communities, where maintaining family reputation and fulfilling cultural expectations are often highly valued (Kapadia et al., 2022). Young people may conceal depression due to fears about family reputation, marriage prospects, and social standing.
Research consistently demonstrates that cultural beliefs significantly influence perceptions of depression and willingness to access professional mental health services (Bansal et al., 2022; Shukla, 2023). Bansal et al. (2022) found that many South Asian individuals preferred to seek support from family members, religious leaders, or trusted community networks before approaching mental health professionals. While these informal support systems may provide emotional comfort, they do not always offer evidence-based treatment and may unintentionally delay access to appropriate care. Similarly, Nwokoroku et al. (2022) argue that cultural misunderstandings between healthcare professionals and patients can contribute to lower engagement with mental health services, particularly when professionals fail to recognise the importance of cultural values, religion and family dynamics during assessment and treatment.
However, the literature also highlights that South Asian communities should not be viewed as a homogeneous group. Variations exist according to age, gender, religion, migration history, educational attainment, and socioeconomic circumstances (Kapadia et al., 2022). Younger generations may be more willing to discuss mental health and access psychological support than older family members, reflecting changing attitudes towards depression and increasing public awareness. Despite progress, cultural stigma continues to hinder help-seeking among many young people.
[bookmark: _Int_o6Mo8xdl][bookmark: _Int_An1kdN5A]Another important issue identified within the literature is the impact of discrimination and structural inequalities on mental health. Kapadia et al. (2022) argue that experiences of racism, social exclusion and unequal access to healthcare can compound the effects of cultural stigma, increasing psychological distress while simultaneously reducing trust in healthcare services. This suggests that depression cannot be understood solely through cultural beliefs but must also be considered within the broader context of social determinants of health. Marmot et al. (2020) similarly emphasise that inequalities relating to education, employment, housing, and income can significantly affect mental wellbeing, particularly among ethnic minority populations.
Critically, although many studies identify stigma as a key barrier to accessing mental health services, there is limited research focusing specifically on young people from South Asian communities living in England. Much of the existing evidence combines different ethnic minority groups or includes participants from several countries, making it difficult to determine which findings are directly applicable to the UK context (Bansal et al., 2022). This gap supports further research into cultural stigma and help-seeking among South Asian young people.
Overall, the literature demonstrates that cultural stigma is a complex and multidimensional issue shaped by personal beliefs, family expectations, community attitudes, and wider structural inequalities. Addressing these barriers requires culturally sensitive mental health services that recognise the diversity of South Asian communities while promoting early intervention, open communication, and equitable access to psychological support.
2.4 Help-Seeking Behaviour and Barriers to Accessing Mental Health Services
Help-seeking behaviour refers to the process through which individuals recognise mental health difficulties and actively seek support from formal services, such as general practitioners (GPs), psychologists and mental health professionals, or informal sources of support such as friends, family, and religious authorities (Bansal et al., 2022; Barrow and Thomas, 2022). Early help-seeking is associated with improved recovery, reduced symptom severity, and better long-term outcomes. However, research consistently demonstrates that young people experiencing depression often delay or avoid accessing professional support, particularly those from ethnic minority communities (NHS England, 2023).
Among young people from South Asian communities in England, help-seeking behaviour is influenced by a combination of cultural, psychological, and structural factors. One of the most frequently reported barriers is fear of stigma and negative judgement. Young people may worry that discussing depression will result in being labelled as "weak" or "unstable", potentially affecting family relationships, educational opportunities, or future marriage prospects (Bansal et al., 2022). These concerns often encourage individuals to manage their difficulties privately instead of seeking professional support. Such findings suggest that cultural stigma not only affects attitudes towards mental illness but also delays early intervention, increasing the likelihood of more severe psychological distress.
Mental health literacy also plays a significant role in influencing help-seeking behaviour. Mental health literacy refers to an individual's knowledge and understanding of mental health conditions, including recognising symptoms, knowing when professional support is required and understanding available treatment options (Ma, Burn and Anderson, 2022). Research indicates that limited awareness of depression within some South Asian communities contributes to misconceptions that emotional difficulties are temporary personal problems rather than treatable health conditions (Mental Health Foundation, 2022; Bansal et al., 2022). As a result, symptoms could go undiagnosed until they seriously impair everyday functioning, work, or education.
Access to healthcare services represents another important challenge. Kapadia et al. (2022) argue that ethnic inequalities within healthcare can reduce trust in services, particularly when individuals perceive discrimination or feel that professionals lack cultural understanding. Similarly, Tunks et al. (2023) acknowledges that people from minority ethnic communities continue to experience inequalities in accessing mental health services despite national initiatives promoting equitable care. Language barriers, limited availability of culturally adapted interventions and concerns regarding confidentiality may further discourage engagement with professional services (Nwokoroku et al., 2022). These findings suggest that improving access requires organisational change alongside efforts to reduce stigma within communities.
[bookmark: _Int_xCMbjbAA]However, the literature also identifies several protective factors that can encourage help-seeking. Positive family communication, supportive educational environments, and culturally competent healthcare professionals have been shown to improve engagement with mental health services (Nwokoroku et al., 2022). Schools, universities, and community organisations increasingly play an important role in promoting mental health awareness through educational campaigns, peer support programmes, and early intervention services. Such initiatives may help normalise conversations about depression and reduce misconceptions surrounding mental illness.
Despite these encouraging developments, evidence suggests that existing interventions have not been equally effective across all South Asian communities. Most studies recommend that mental health services should adopt culturally sensitive approaches that recognise differences in religion, language, migration experiences, and family values rather than treating South Asian communities as a single homogeneous population (Mental Health Foundation, 2022; Kapadia et al., 2022). Furthermore, there remains limited UK-based research exploring the experiences of South Asian young people specifically, indicating a continuing gap within the evidence base.
Overall, the literature demonstrates that help-seeking behaviour is shaped by an interaction of personal beliefs, cultural expectations, and healthcare accessibility. Reducing stigma alone is unlikely to eliminate inequalities unless accompanied by improvements in mental health literacy, culturally competent practice, and equitable service provision. These findings reinforce the importance of developing inclusive mental health services that encourage earlier engagement and better outcomes for young people experiencing depression.
2.5 The Role of Health and Social Care Professionals
Health and social care professionals play a key role in reducing cultural stigma and improving access to mental health services for young people from South Asian communities. National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (2019) recommends person-centred, culturally sensitive care that respects individual beliefs and preferences. Similarly, NHS England (2023) emphasises early intervention, equitable access, and collaborative working to improve mental health outcomes. Developing cultural competence and building trust can encourage earlier help-seeking and improve engagement with treatment (Kapadia et al., 2022).
2.6 Gaps in the Literature
Although existing research has improved understanding of depression and help-seeking among South Asian communities, there is limited evidence focusing specifically on young people living in England. Many studies include broader ethnic minority populations, making it difficult to identify the unique influence of cultural stigma on help-seeking behaviour within this group (Bansal et al., 2022; Kapadia et al., 2022). Further UK-based research is needed to support the development of culturally appropriate mental health interventions.
2.7 Chapter Summary
This chapter critically reviewed the literature on depression among young people from South Asian communities in England, focusing on cultural stigma and help-seeking behaviour. The evidence highlights that cultural beliefs, stigma, and inequalities in access to mental health services continue to influence help-seeking. The next chapter will explain the research methodology used to investigate these issues and justify the methods adopted for this study.
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