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OVERVIEW
Mental health is not talked about in South Asian
communities and there is a lot of stigmas attached
which create barriers for women in culturally and
religiously diverse communities in accessing help. 

On 8 March 2021, the government launched a 14-
week call for evidence to inform the development
of the Women’s Health Strategy for England  which
is in its second year since inception. 

It is welcoming to note that mental health has
been identified as a crucial priority within the
Women's Health Strategy for England. Notably, in
the call for evidence survey, 39% of respondents
ranked it among the top 5 topics, underscoring the
need to address disparities in access to and
experiences of mental healthcare, especially for
women from ethnic minority backgrounds.

It has been a pleasure to be bringing the findings
from our two focus groups in Newcastle and
Gateshead as there is no better time to talk about
issues that affect women from these least
advantaged communities who have experienced
health inequalities.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/womens-health-strategy-for-england/womens-health-strategy-for-england


MEET THE TEAM 

F O Z I A  H A I D E R
Community Bridgebuilder
Hosted by Age UK, Gateshead

With a background in public and voluntary sectors as
an engagement strategist, Fozia is committed to
breaking down traditional structural barriers and
leading her community towards a fairer future. She’s
dedicated to levelling up the playing field, amplifying
the voices of those affected by inequalities, and
helping them reach their potential through collective
community empowerment. She feels it’s a profound
privilege to make a difference to those at the sharpest
end of social injustice.

Page 3



MEET THE TEAM

A F R O Z  Q U R E S H I
Community Bridgebuilder
Hosted by Bensham Grove
Community Centre

As a Community Bridgebuilder, Afroz is well connected
with all the BME, Muslim, Refugees and Asylum seekers
with all different backgrounds and communities,
identifying their needs and fulfilling their requirements
within their limited resources. She helps them, supports
them through listening, signposting, partnership
working, through social media and the help of local
organisations.
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F A R I D A  R E H M A N
Engagement Worker for South Asian Women
Search Newcastle

Farida has been working with West End Friends.
(previously West End Befrienders) for twenty years and
still enjoying it very much. She supports South Asian
older women and advocate for their needs, referrals to
other agencies. They provide a friendly space for those
who feel isolated and welcome them to join in the
activities which range from our luncheon club, exercise
and days out.

MEET THE TEAM
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WHAT WE DID
Mind Tyneside and Northumberland (TNM) commissioned Age UK
Gateshead, Search Newcastle and Gateshead Muslim Centre to
design, develop and deliver a peer-led research project to explore the
mental health barriers for South Asian women living in Newcastle and
Gateshead. The aim was to understand some of the individual
experiences of local South Asian women when they have received
mental health care and the background of stigma in various aspects
of culture in some of our local South Asian communities. 

We have looked at the common individual, community and place-
based obstacles for South Asian women to access appropriate mental
health care and hope that we have generated sufficient findings to
inform TNM service changes, develop a strategy for improving mental
health care for local South Asian women and empowered participants
to share their voice and contribute to change in our local mental
health service provision. 

As part of the project, we held two focus groups:

Newcastle: Monday 18th December 2023
Gateshead: Thursday 21st December 2023

We chose to hold the focus groups in venues that were familiar to the
women taking part and easily accessible in both local locations. We
conducted a number of activities and discussions with the women to
achieve a better understanding of their experiences, concerns and
mental health needs. 
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WHO ATTENDED?

Pakistani
56.3%

Bangladeshi
12.5%

Indian Sikh
12.5%

Indian Gujrati
6.3%

Arab
6.3%

Iranian
6.3%

40-45
33.3%

46-50
20%

56-60
13.3%

61-65
13.3%

66-70
13.3%

51-55
6.7%

AGE GROUPS

ETHNICITY

Total Attendees:
15 women
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How are you feeling today?

We did an activity – The Stress Bucket - where we asked
women, “How are you feeling today?”, and we
encouraged them to share their thoughts in their
community languages on flipcharts and post-it notes.
This was important as not everyone is comfortable
speaking in an open space. The women were able to
express their innermost feelings in a safe women-only
space with others who understood them, and they felt
at ease with the facilitators.

It transpired from the discussion that the majority of the
participants are first and second generation migrants
who came to the UK to join their husbands and live in
extended families, some with in-laws. They have family
living abroad who they miss and they worry about their
ageing parents. Older women expressed how focussing
on their faith becomes more important as family
responsibilities reduce. 

At the end of the activity, the women were asked how
they felt as sharing thoughts with others can be difficult
and they expressed that it lightens the load and reduces
depression. The women discussed how they don’t feel
they can share their feelings often due to stigma
surrounding mental health as a taboo. 

ACTIVITY 1
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“I’m happy today because I met lovely ladies”

“Mistrust friends and community due to stigma”

“You talk with your friends one day, two days, three

days, the next day they don’t want to listen”

“Easier to talk to a professional because their job is to

listen to you and where I know it’s confidential. I never

discuss anything with friends as it spreads” 

“I don’t share with my family because they worry”

“Being a community worker, I carry other people’s

worries”

“No family support – it’s upsetting. I feel lonely and want

company” 

“You can feel lonely in a room full of people as well”

QUOTES FROM
ACTIVITY 1
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“50 years ago, there was community, there’s no

community left now. You either meet at weddings or

funerals”

“Technological advances - mobiles have distanced

human relationships” 

“I want to be independent and do something for myself,

raised children”

Younger generation have more choice and are more

relaxed, we didn’t have the choice”. 

“I can’t please everyone that matters to me”

“Financial worries and need your help”

“Acne and skin problems” 

“Worry about NHS collapsing”

QUOTES FROM
ACTIVITY 1
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Menopause and Mental Health

In our second activity, we used flashcards with some
statements about cultural practices regarding the
menopause to enable open and honest discussions
around their own lived experience including cultural and
religious nuances.

Menopause was the third most selected topic by
respondents in a government survey in December 2021
which asked respondents what should be included in
the Women’s Health Strategy. Additionally, discussions
around menopause in the media have been more visible
recently. 

Dr Nighat Arif, a well known GP, Women’s Health
Specialist and Ambassador for the organisation
“Wellbeing of Women” advised women this month to:
“Empower [themselves] with the NICE guidance on all
things menopause, [and] take these with [them] and say
to the doctor who isn’t listening, this is what I want you
to do for me”.

ACTIVITY 2
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https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/womens-health-strategy-call-for-evidence/outcome/results-of-the-womens-health-lets-talk-about-it-survey


Flashcard 1: Did you know that in some communities in
India, menopause is seen as a time of liberation?

“Free to do prayers all the time and observe fasts”

“Causes problems in your marriage because you’re not
the same person anymore and husband doesn’t
understand”

Flashcard 2: Did you know that there are significant
differences in the prescription of HRT (Hormone
Replacement Therapy) between black and white
women?

“Doctors don’t tell you about HRT. GP’s put you women
off HRT rather than helping because it’s too risky and
can cause cancer”

“Dr said I had 5 mins and because she was late and I
didn’t bother discussing anything”

QUOTES FROM
ACTIVITY 2
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Flashcard 3: Did you know that the average age of
menopause isn’t the same for all ethnic groups?

“There’s a lack of information for women”

“Menopause should be talked about more”

“When I was going through the menopause, I was going
mad and would flare up at my husband but was calm
outside. So, it’s like having two faces; one for
community and one for the house”

“I went through the menopause 10 years early due to
excessive bleeding and doctors didn’t look at the cause
and didn’t tell me that my periods would stop after the
procedure carried out”

Flashcard 4: Did you know that a recent study has
suggested that air pollution could be a potential
trigger for early menopause?

“Women have different symptoms in India and Pakistan”

“Women have symptoms later on in their menopause
journey and don’t have the aches and pains”.

QUOTES FROM
ACTIVITY 2
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Following the two activities, we held an insightful
discussion exploring the barriers for South Asian women
to engaging in local mental health services.

Many expressed language barriers impede effective
communication but also contribute to a sense of
alienation and difficulty in expressing complex
emotions. Moreover, the suppression of feelings within
the family dynamic adds an additional layer of
complexity, as cultural expectations often discourage
open discussions about mental health.

It also became apparent that the expectation to care
for extended family members discourages them from
prioritising their own mental well-being. Adding to these
challenges is the stigma surrounding mental health,
which perpetuates a culture of secrecy and shame.
Furthermore, a lack of local awareness and information
makes it challenging for South Asian women to access
support. Additionally, negative experiences with
healthcare professionals deter future engagement with
mental health services. 

BARRIERS TO
ENGAGEMENT
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OUR
RECOMMENDATIONS

To deliver education on understanding mental health
in South Asian communities.

 
To reduce stigma by providing knowledge in
different formats e.g., orally, visual and written in
respective community languages.

To consider regular counsellor drop in services in
settings where South Asian groups meet e.g.,
religious places of worship, local community hubs
and mental health services.

To discuss topics to promote mental well being with
culturally appropriate themes. 

To conduct outreach work with different population
groups in the South Asian communities to promote
mental health services which will help build trust.

To consider recruitment and promotion of trained
counsellors from similar cultural backgrounds.

Implementing cultural competency and bias training
for staff.
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EVALUATION

YES
100%

Did you find the discussions helpful and meeting
with others to talk about mental health?

YES
100%

Would you like to join a dedicated mental health
group for South Asian women?
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CONTACT US

FOZIA HAIDER

Email:
Fozia.communitybridgebuilder@outlook.com

Gateshead Community Bridgebuilder

FARIDA REHMAN

Email:
info@searchnewcastle.org.uk

Engagement Worker

IAN WOLSTENHOLME

Email:
advice@ageukgateshead.org.uk

Chief Executive Officer

JEMIMA SHORT

Email:
Jemima.Short@tynesidemind.org.uk

EDI Manager
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