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Mental health and migration are two issues of increasing 

importance for health care systems and services regarding 

prevention, promotion and the quality of delivery of care. 

Immigration and emigration are as old as mankind, however, 

new forms of mobility [5,10], the effects and consequences of 

war and demographic changes (to name just a few) created a new 

quality of migration in recent years that affects European health 

care systems and services. A great variety of lifestyles, everyday 

realities and diverse cultural repertoires are interwoven and 

compete with each other. Migratory milieus and cross- cultural 

relationships create new spaces, in which individuals from dif-

ferent cultural backgrounds experience diversity and develop 

their identity and their conception of the self and their environ-

ment. The so called globalisation creates new challenges and 

demands and promotes new competences [24] – also in the 

health sector [20]. 

The number of migrants in the world has more than doubled 

since 1975, with most migrants living in Europe (56 million), Asia 

(50 million) and Northern America (41 millions) [8]. 

In Europe, approximately 27% of the population between 

18 and 65 years of age are affected by at least one mental disorder, 

and roughly a quarter of these individuals are in treatment [23]. 

Mental disorders belong to the group of diseases with the highest 

proportion of “Disability Adjusted Life Years” (DAYLs), as dem-

onstrated by the Global Burden of Disease Study conducted by 

the WHO [25]. The economic burden caused by mental diseases 

is the highest compared with other diseases [3]. Nevertheless, 

migrants and people suffering from mental health problems are 

among those subjects who experience the strongest barriers to 

access the health care systems in Europe [7] and the opening of 

mental health care institutions to migrants remains a widely 

neglected topic. 

Barriers preventing migrants to access the health care 

system are often attributed to cultural differences and misun-

derstandings. However, “culture” is a multifaceted term that 

is often (mis- )used as a putative politically correct expression 

of “ethnical differences”, thus reifying social differences and 

neglecting discrimination. Misinterpretation of social differ-

ences as cultural can therefore result in inappropriate cultur-
alisation and lead to new stigmatisation and exclusion. On the 

other hand, clinical practice is often characterized by a lack of 

basic provisions to cope with cultural and social diversity, as 

indicated e.g. by the failure to provide translators in clinical 

settings. Therefore, we would like to emphasize that our use 

of the term “culture” does not refer to a homogenous, “ethnic” 

category but rather to diverse aspects of a web of meanings that 

embeds people in various contexts [9]. Individuals develop as 

well as participate in diverse systems that order the available 

knowledge and actions with meaning. Culture is thus consti-

tuted by actions in the social and physical world and can be 

named as just one aspect of differentiation besides historical, 

social and economical features. 
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service use, diversity of staff members in health care services and 

the provision of translators. Simone Penka and co- workers [19] 

introduce an assessment tool that measures the degree of 

“intercultural openess” of community mental health services. 

Sofi e Bäärnhielm and Mike Mösko [2] give an overview over 

cross-  cultural training programms and discuss the advantages 

and limitations of such interventions. Inge Missmahl and col-

leagues [17] describe basic diagnostic tools for the assessment of 

mental disorders and their implementation in training programs 

for medical practitioners, students and psychosocial counsellors 

based on experiences in Afghanistan.   

Finally, Arthur Kleinman [14] discusses challenges and 

perspectives for the organisation of mental health care systems 

oriented towards the diverse needs of patients in a globalized 

world. 

Altogether, the studies presented in this supplement illus-

trate the diverse approaches required in research, practice and 

training to improve the promotion, access, delivery and quality of 

health services for migrants and ethnic minorities. As discussed 

in the articles of this supplement, a wider view on cultural, social, 

gender and age differences is necessary to meet the needs of the 

respective groups. Human diversity clearly transcends cultural 

differences and requires fl exible responses to different needs. To 

address these diverse settings and experiences, the integration 

of quantitative and qualitative research is warranted to promote 

comprehensive approaches in the area of mental health. Besides 

increased epidmiological research, studies on the improvement 

of communication in the respective settings and a fi ght against 

discrimination within the health care system are important 

tasks for a health care system that is geared towards inclusion 

of patients, relatives and professionals with diverse backgrounds 

and experiences. 
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