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Perceptions and experiences of perinatal 
mental disorders in rural, predominantly ethnic 
minority communities in northern Vietnam
Daniel Abrams1*, Liem T. Nguyen2, Jill Murphy3, Younji (Angie) Lee4, Nhu K. Tran2 and David Wiljer1,5

Abstract 

Background: Preliminary research has suggested that perinatal mental disorders (PMDs), including post-partum 
depression, are prevalent in Vietnam. However the extent to which these disorders are recognized at the community 
level remains largely undocumented in the literature. PMDs have also never been investigated within Vietnam’s signifi-
cant ethnic minority populations, who are known to bear a greater burden of maternal and infant health challenges 
than the ethnic majority.

Objective: To investigate knowledge and perceptions of PMDs and their treatments at the community level in a 
rural, predominantly ethnic minority region of northern Vietnam.

Methods: Qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted on the topic of common PMDs. Participant 
groups were primary health workers (PHWs) working at local community health centers, and pregnant or postpartum 
women enrolled in a program for maternal and infant health that was not mental health related. Interviews included 
vignette scenarios that asked respondents to interpret cases of women experiencing PMDs, as well as open-ended 
questions about mental disorders and their treatments.

Results: Twelve PHWs and 14 perinatal women completed the study. Major themes that emerged from the inter-
views included (1) Family relationships impact psychological well-being, (2) Nutrition contributes to perinatal mental 
health, (3) Both traditional and western medicine play roles in perinatal health, (4) There was a lack of personal experi-
ence with women experiencing PMDs, (5) Descriptions of mental health symptoms focused on behaviours, and (6) 
Community care is the primary mental health support.

Conclusions: PHWs reported having almost never treated a woman with a PMD. However, anecdotal evidence 
from the women interviewed suggests that there are incidents of mental disorders during the perinatal period that 
go largely unaddressed. Willingness to present to primary care appears to be high, and presents an opportunity to 
address this need by training PHWs in effective screening, treatment, and referral. Such training should account for 
culturally specific presentations of mental disorders as well as the importance of the patient’s social context. To the 
best of the author’s knowledge, this research presents the first evidence of a PMD burden within Vietnam’s ethnic 
minority communities.

Keywords: Vietnam, Mental health, Perinatal, Primary care, Community health
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Background
Common mental disorders, which are defined as 
non-psychotic mental health conditions and include 

depression and anxiety [1], have been associated with sig-
nificant functional disability across cultures [2]. Perinatal 
mental disorders (PMDs) refer to common mental disor-
ders that occur during pregnancy or in the first year post-
partum. The incidence of perinatal depression in western 
countries is estimated at 13  % [3], while estimates of 
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perinatal generalized anxiety have ranged from 2.6 to 
29 % [4].

Evidence of PMD prevalence and impacts in lower-
middle-income countries (LMICs) is emerging but 
incomplete, with many countries represented by only one 
peer-reviewed paper in the English-language literature 
[5]. One systematic review and meta-analysis found that 
16 % of pregnant women and 20 % of women in the post-
partum period screen positively for PMD symptoms [5]. 
Risk factors for PMD that occurred across many settings 
included socioeconomic disadvantage, quality of the rela-
tionship with an intimate partner and with in-laws, and 
preference for male children [5]. Another review of post-
partum depression (PPD) specifically in Asian countries 
found prevalence ranging from as low as 3.5 % in Malay-
sia to as high as 63.3 % in Pakistan [6].

Preliminary research into PMDs in Vietnam has made 
use of a variety of screening tools and revealed preva-
lence rates ranging from 16.9 [7] to 39.9 % [8]. It appears 
that PMDs are more prevalent in rural populations than 
in major urban centres [9, 10]. As in other settings, 
PMDs appear to have multiple deleterious impacts on 
both maternal and infant health in Vietnam. Vietnamese 
women who screen positively for PMD symptoms may be 
less adherent to perinatal healthcare recommendations 
[7]. In one population of infants in rural settings, mater-
nal PMD during pregnancy was found to have a negative 
impact on motor development at 6  months [8]. Symp-
toms of antenatal depression during the third trimester 
have been associated with low birth weight and preterm 
birth [11], as well as child stunting [12].

While there is an emerging picture in the English lan-
guage literature that suggests that PMDs in Vietnam are 
prevalent and have adverse affects on maternal and infant 
health, there are few policies for the provision of men-
tal health care outside of hospital-based care of patients 
with severe mental illness [13]. The majority of patients 
seen at the country’s mental health hospitals are treated 
for psychotic disorders and epilepsy [14]. PMDs and 
other common mental disorders were not addressed by 
Vietnam’s official mental health policy until 2010, when 
depression was added [13, 15]. This update also targeted 
the integration of mental health services into primary 
care [15]. Vietnamese patients without private health 
insurance can only access specialist care via referral 
from their assigned primary care centre, known in Viet-
nam as a commune health centre (CHC). Primary health 
care workers at CHCs are thus the essential gatekeep-
ers to all mental health services for these patients. Dur-
ing literature review no data was retrieved indicating the 
present success of primary care integration into mental 
health, however ongoing research suggests that CHCs 
have minimal capacity to screen for PMDs or to provide 

pharmacotherapeutic or psychosocial treatments for 
PMDs.

The scarcity of data on the detection and treatment of 
PMDs in Vietnam is further complicated by the fact that 
there may be important cultural differences in the con-
ception of mental health itself between those writing in 
the English-language literature and Vietnamese patients 
and practitioners in the community. Vietnamese con-
ceptions of mental health are influenced by Confucian-
ism and Buddhism, and include a more holistic view of 
the mind–body relationship [16]. In this view psycho-
logical disturbance is linked to physical disturbance, and 
there is no typology of independent mental disorders as 
in western psychiatry [16]. While literature suggests that 
adapted instruments for the detection of PMDs yield 
positive findings [17, 18], there is still no consensus as 
to whether the disease states they are designed to detect 
represent meaningful constructs for the majority of Viet-
namese patients and practitioners. Ongoing, unpublished 
work in this area suggests that ‘mental illness’ is collo-
quially understood as pertaining only to sever psychosis 
by many in Vietnam. Others have argued that attempts 
to encompass wide cultural differences in the experience 
and perception of mental illness within a single interna-
tional taxonomy may create a misguided impression of 
cross-cultural validity for western-derived diagnostic sys-
tems [19].

Absent from the current English-language literature 
in maternal mental health are Vietnam’s numerous eth-
nic minority groups, who together comprise 14.2  % of 
the country’s population [20]. On average, ethnic minor-
ity Vietnamese are subject to more adverse maternal and 
child health outcomes than the majority [21] includ-
ing significantly increased rates of infant mortality and 
under-five mortality [20]. Women from ethnic minority 
groups are known to make less use of maternal health 
care services, which may be due in part to relative soci-
oeconomic disadvantage as well as relative isolation 
from health services [22]. At present it remains undocu-
mented whether mental health is a contributor to these 
disparities.

The present study attempts to understand how PMDs 
are currently perceived and addressed at the commu-
nity level. Using semi-structured interviews, this study 
engaged women and primary health care providers in 
rural, primarily ethnic minority communities in conver-
sations about their experiences and perceptions of PMDs.

Methods
Setting
This study was carried out in four communities 
located within the Dinh Hoa district of Thai Nguyen 
province. Dinh Hoa is a rural, mountainous district 
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with a large ethnic minority population. It is located 
in Vietnam’s northern Midland and Mountain region: 
the only region in which ethnic minority groups out-
number the Kinh ethnic majority according to a 2009 
census [21].

Fieldwork for this study was implemented as a part of 
the project ‘Improving maternal and perinatal care for 
ethnic minorities in Thai Nguyen, Vietnam through an 
integrated eHealth and user-provider interaction model’, 
or mMOM, which is co-led by the Institute of popula-
tion, health and development (PHAD) and Thai Nguyen 
provincial health department (TNHD). The mMOM 
project is funded by the Canadian international develop-
ment research centre (IDRC), implemented in Dinh Hoa 
district, and received ethical approval from the internal 
review board of PHAD.

Participants and recruitment
Primary health workers (PHWs) were recruited from the 
CHCs of each of the four communities included in the 
study. Inclusion criteria comprised PHWs who would 
regularly provide care for pregnant and postpartum 
women. This included physicians, physician’s assistants, 
midwives, nurses, and pharmacists.

Women who were either pregnant or in their first 
year post-partum (herein referred to as ‘Mothers’) were 
recruited from the communities served by the same 
CHCs used for PHW recruitment. The women were 
contacted first by local PHWs and pre-screened for 
their availability and willingness to participate in the 
study.

All participants were literate and provided written con-
sent for participation in the study. Participants were also 
given the opportunity to opt out of having the interview 
audio recorded.

Interview content
The semi-structured qualitative interviews began with 
demographic information including ethnicity, employ-
ment, educational background, and family composition.

Participants were then asked to respond to two vignette 
scenarios designed to illustrate cases of women who may 
be suffering from a PMD. The participants were not told 
that the interview was mental health related so as not to 
bias their responses. The use of vignettes to prompt unbi-
ased responses to mental disorders was inspired by a pre-
vious investigation into explanatory models of depression 
in another region of Vietnam [23]. Scenario 1 referred to 
a woman with possible post-partum depression (Table 1), 
and scenario 2 referred to a woman with possible ante-
natal generalized anxiety (Table  2). The scenarios were 
designed to encompass diagnostic criteria from the 
diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders IV 
(DSM-IV) [24] with specific descriptive statements bor-
rowed from the Phan Vietnamese psychiatric scale (VPS) 
[25]. The vignettes were written in English, translated 
into Vietnamese, and then back-translated to English by 
a second translator to check for conceptual equivalence 
[26].

Both mothers and PHWs were asked to interpret the 
scenarios using questions inspired by Kleinman’s illness 
explanatory model framework [27]. This included asking 
for participant insights into whether they felt the woman 
in the scenario was experiencing a medical problem, 
what kind of problem it might be, what may have caused 
the problem, and what supports may be available.

Following the vignette scenario interpretation, partici-
pants were informed that the purpose of the interview 
was to discuss perinatal mental health. Participants were 
then asked more explicitly about their experiences and 
perceptions of PMDs. For example, PHWs were asked 

Table 1 Postpartum depression English text

Scenario 1

"A 24 year-old woman, a new mother of a 2-month old infant, complains of headaches and trouble with sleep that has lasted for the past 4 weeks. She 
finds that she often wakes during the night, and cannot sleep well even when the baby sleeps. She does not have a fever. Her speech and movement 
are slower than normal. She says that she has lost her appetite, and does not enjoy eating as much as she used to. She feels ashamed because she has 
difficulty performing her usual activities and caring for her child, and her family has expressed concern about her behaviour. She admits that she does 
not breastfeed her child often. She feels worthless and sometimes thinks that she does not want to live anymore."

Table 2 Antenatal generalized anxiety disorder English text

Scenario 2

"A 23 year-old woman, 7 months pregnant, is brought to the clinic by her concerned sister. The woman has been experiencing dizziness and feel-
ings of weakness in her limbs. She has become fearful for the health of her unborn baby, and is unwilling to leave the vicinity of her home. She has 
experienced several episodes where she feels unable to breathe and begins to feel either extremely hot or cold. Occasionally she experiences heart 
palpitations. She visited the hospital during one of these episodes but the doctors were unable to identify a cause."
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about their clinical experience with PMDs, and moth-
ers were asked for their perceptions of maternal mental 
health issues in the community. All questions related to 
mental health were phrased in the abstract, and mothers 
were not asked about their own personal mental health 
histories.

Data collection and analysis
All interviews were conducted in Vietnamese, and the 
interview team consisted of at least one bilingual Viet-
namese/English speaker and one English-only speaker. 
The bilingual researcher was not a certified translator, but 
met the criteria of ‘sociolinguistic language competence’ 
defined as the ability to communicate between languages 
using complex sentence structures, a high level of vocab-
ulary, and the ability to describe concepts or words when 
they do not know the actual word or phrase [26, 28]. The 
bilingual researcher conducted the interview in Vietnam-
ese, and provided translation for the English-speaking 
researcher. Both interviewers acted as ‘active producers 
of research’ by generating follow-up questions for partici-
pants [29], and both kept their own set of field notes dur-
ing the interview. Interviews were also audio recorded 
when consent could be obtained to do so.

Interviewers later met to compare their individual 
field notes and integrate them into a single final set of 
notes for each interview. Participant comments were 
coded by key terms or phrases and then organized into 
themes and sub-themes by two members of the research 
team (DA and DW) using a grounded theory approach 
[30]. Mothers and PHWs responses were analyzed in 
separate groups but through use of the same coding 
scheme so that common themes could be identified. The 
analyses were compared for consistency and amended 
until a consensus was reached on final themes and 
sub-themes.

Results
Participants
Twelve PHWs participated in the study. Eight of the 12 
workers were female and nine were of the Tay ethnic 
minority (Table 3). A variety of medical professions were 
represented, with the most common being doctor’s assis-
tants. Their median age was 44 years, and their age range 
was 24–60. The mean number of years of work experi-
ence at the CHC was 13 years.

Fourteen mothers completed the interview. Twelve of 
the 14 participants were currently pregnant, with fewer 
mothers in their first year postpartum were recruited 
(Table 4).

Nine of the mothers were from ethnic minority groups, 
with the most represented group being the Tay. Mothers 
reported their mean yearly household income to be 45.1 

million VND ($2100 USD). The median age of the moth-
ers was 25 and their age range was 21–36.

Scenario 1 was often perceived to be describing a mental 
health problem
The majority of PHWs and half of mothers used language 
related to mental health to label the problem that the 
woman in scenario 1 was experiencing. A few used the 
label ‘depression’ explicitly, while others used descrip-
tors such as ‘a mental health problem’ or ‘a psychological 
problem’.

Scenario 2 was often perceived to be a circulatory or 
cardiac problem
A majority of PHWs identified the central problem in 
scenario 2 as being related to circulatory or cardiac dys-
function, and did not use language related to mental 
health. Specific problems identified included ‘anemia’, 
‘hypertension’, ‘hypotension’, and ‘a lack of blood flow to 
the brain’. Three PHWs labeled the problem as ‘neuras-
thenia’, a label that has emerged in other studies of mental 
health in Vietnam and China [31]. A significant minority 
of mothers and one health worker felt that the symptoms 
described in this scenario do not represent a health prob-
lem during pregnancy.

Themes identified in the interviews
The six major themes identified in analysis of the inter-
view notes were as follows:

1. Family relationships impact psychological well-being.
2. Nutrition contributes to perinatal mental health.

Table 3 PHWs demographics

Characteristic No. of participants

Sex

 Male 4

 Female 8

Education

 Medical university 3

 Vocational college 5

 Intermediate 2

 High school 1

Ethnicity

 Tay 9

 Kinh (majority) 3

Job role

 Doctor 3

 Doctor’s assistant 5

 Midwife 2

 Pharmacist 1
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3. Both traditional and western medicine play roles in 
perinatal health.

4. Lack of personal knowledge of women experiencing 
PMDs.

5. Descriptions of mental health symptoms focused on 
behaviours.

6. Community care is the primary mental health sup-
port.

Mother’s and PHW’s responses are presented together 
within each theme, with comments on the agreements or 
disagreements in responses that emerged between groups.

1. Family relationships impact psychological 
well‑being Most mothers and all PHWs offered that 
stressful family relationships could contribute to the 
development of symptoms like those listed in the two 
scenarios. Some PHWs and mothers specified that since 
most women move in with their husband’s families after 
marriage, the relationships between women and their in-
laws could be particularly stressful.

All PHWs and nearly all mothers also cited family 
members as important sources of support for women 
experiencing mental health challenges. The family was 
cited as the single most important source of support, 
more important than formal medical care, by a majority 
of respondents in both groups.

Husbands were mentioned more than any other spe-
cific family member both as potential sources of psy-
chological stress as well as support. One example of 
relationship stress cited by respondents in both groups 
is that in the communities surveyed many husbands take 

jobs outside the community, which keep them away from 
home for long periods of time.

2. Nutrition contributes to perinatal mental health A 
majority of PHWs and mothers mentioned that improper 
nutrition could be a contributor to poor mental health 
during the perinatal period, and that nutritional coun-
seling should be part of a treatment plan. While the 
interviews did not retrieve rich information on specific 
nutritional advice, some examples offered included ‘she 
should eat more’, as well as the inclusion of herbal ingre-
dients used in traditional medicine.

3. Both traditional and western medicine play roles in 
perinatal health Some PHWs suggested that traditional 
herbal medicines are safer than pharmaceuticals for use 
during the perinatal period. One stated that he would 
try traditional medicines first, since they have fewer side 
effects, and consider Western medications only if these 
failed.

Few respondents mentioned the possibility of pharma-
ceutical medication to treat the women in scenarios 1 or 
2. Some PHWs and mothers stated that it is unsafe for 
women who are pregnant or breastfeeding to use western 
pharmaceutical medications at all. One worker related an 
anecdote of a local pregnant woman with a pre-existing 
psychiatric condition who was taken off medication dur-
ing pregnancy and experienced a serious deterioration of 
her mental health as a result.

Some PHWs, but no mothers, also mentioned tradi-
tional folk beliefs that ‘ghosts’ or ‘spirits’ are the cause of 
mental health problems. Of those who mentioned these 
beliefs, some PHWs felt that ‘people thought like this 
20 years ago, but no one believes this today’. Others felt 
that some in community still actively hold these beliefs, 
and that individuals who live far away from the CHC 
might seek help from a traditional shaman before seeking 
medical help.

4. Lack of personal knowledge of women experiencing 
PMDs Few PHWs reported having ever seen a woman 
experiencing a mental health disorder during the perina-
tal period. PHWs’ experience with mental health patients 
of any kind was reported to be mostly limited to the long-
term management of patients with psychosis or epilepsy, 
and very few reported diagnosing a new mental health 
patient within the past year.

While over half of mothers also reported having no first 
hand knowledge of women experiencing PMDs, a few 
did report such experience. Some mothers related cases 
of other women they knew in the community and three 
mothers told interviewers that they themselves could relate 
to the women described in the scenarios. One woman 

Table 4 Mothers’ demographics

Characteristics No. of participants

Perinatal status

 Pregnant 12

 Postpartum 2

Ethnicity

 Tay 6

 Sau Chi 1

 Dao 1

 San Tri 1

 Kinh (majority) 5

Education

 College 3

 High school 3

 Secondary school 8

Average household composition

 Adults 3

 Children 1



Page 7 of 10Abrams et al. Int J Ment Health Syst  (2016) 10:10 

expressed her frustration that she had previously visited her 
local CHC, but did not feel like bringing up her problems 
because it was ‘too crowded’ and the health care providers 
‘did not ask about her feelings’. She says she was told that 
she is ‘weak’ and ‘tired’. This woman said that she would like 
to see a psychologist but doesn’t know how to get a referral.

Another woman described how her anxiety and insom-
nia has returned since being told to go off her medication 
during pregnancy, and that she has been told she ‘lacks 
blood flow to the brain’ and should take iron pills. A third 
woman reported that she had helped herself through 
postpartum depression in the past after learning about 
depression through TV programs and magazines.

5. Descriptions of mental health symptoms focused on 
behaviours When asked what types of symptoms they 
expected patients with PMDs to experience, all PHWs 
and most mothers mentioned abnormal behaviour and 
speech. Specific examples included ‘wandering around 
outside’, ‘attacking someone’, and ‘speaking without mean-
ing’. Changes in sleep and appetite were also mentioned.

Mothers, however, were more likely than PHWs to 
refer to thoughts or emotions when speaking about men-
tal health. The most commonly mentioned symptoms in 
this category related to worry, anxiety, or stress.

6. Community care is the primary mental health sup‑
port Almost all PHWs and the majority of mothers felt 
that if a woman were experiencing mental health prob-
lems during the perinatal period she would seek help 
from the CHC either on her own or by being taken there 
by family members. Most PHWs stated that they would 
provide advice to a woman experiencing mental health 
problems, for example counseling her on rest or nutri-
tion. Only one PHW reported having ever received train-
ing that mentioned perinatal mental health, and none 
made reference to guidelines for counseling women dur-
ing the perinatal period. One physician stated that he 
would tell the woman in scenario 1 that she was ‘doing 
the wrong things’.

Several PHWs mentioned that mental health cases are 
often referred to a higher level hospital where more spe-
cialized care is available.

Discussion
PMD incidence and detection
Both the Mothers’ and PHWs’ responses to scenario 1 sug-
gest that they might be likely to recognize a woman with 
postpartum depression as having a problem related to psy-
chology. However, the reflection from the majority of PHWs 
that they had never diagnosed or treated a woman with a 
PMD, despite the literature suggesting PMDs are preva-
lent in rural Vietnamese communities [5, 7, 9, 10], is less 

encouraging. The fact that mothers were more likely than 
PHWs to be able to relate a case of a woman experiencing 
mental health challenges during the perinatal period further 
suggests that there is a burden of PMDs in these communi-
ties going largely unrecognized by primary care providers.

Of particular interest were the anecdotes provided by 
three women who volunteered that they have suffered 
from depressive symptoms either currently or during 
a past pregnancy. Although they were asked no direct 
questions about their own health history, the story in sce-
nario 1 prompted these women to share their own similar 
experiences with the interviewers. One woman related 
her experience of seeking help at the CHC, but finding 
that PHWs there did not attend to her emotional state. 
Interestingly, the workers interviewed at that same CHC 
reported having never met a woman with a PMD, how-
ever we cannot confirm whether the PHWs interviewed 
in this study were the same ones who had seen this 
woman clinically. In her case, what she needed was for 
the PHWs to proactively ask about her mood and emo-
tional state. This may be a valuable insight for the future 
improvement of PMD screening in similar communities.

The responses to scenario 2 suggest that a patient pre-
senting with generalized anxiety as described above is 
likely to be misdiagnosed with a disorder of the circula-
tory or nervous system. Since depression is now included 
in Vietnam’s national mental health plan while anxiety is 
not, the discrepancy in responses observed here may be a 
reflection of the fact that PHWs have received some train-
ing in depression detection in reinforcement of that policy. 
It may also be the case that the vignette used here was not 
a realistic example of a patient presentation in a Vietnam-
ese context. While our vignette was based on culturally 
specific descriptions of symptoms listed in the VPS [25], 
manifestations of anxiety in Vietnamese patients are not as 
well corroborated in the literature as are manifestations of 
depression. More research will be needed to delineate the 
extent to which perinatal anxiety disorders are present in 
Vietnam and how they might commonly be described.

When discussing the expected symptoms of a patient 
experiencing a PMD, behavioural symptoms were dis-
cussed more often than internal thoughts, feelings, 
and emotions. This fits the findings of others that Viet-
namese patients with depression primarily report their 
experience in the context of somatic symptoms such as 
insomnia and headaches, and reinforces the need for the 
development of culturally acceptable screening meas-
ures. It is also notable that the behaviours cited by partic-
ipants were often more suggestive of psychotic disorders 
than common mental disorders like depression and 
anxiety. This indicates the difficulty of approaching men-
tal health in Vietnam based on the taxonomy of mental 
disorders as defined by the DSM-V. Due to traditional 
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cultural conceptions of mental health as a singular entity 
inextricably tied to physical health, as well as government 
mental health policy which only explicitly addressed 
schizophrenia and epilepsy prior to 2010, conceiving of 
PMDS in diagnostic categories wholly separate from psy-
chosis may not be intuitive to many primary care provid-
ers, patients, and family members.

The impact of personal social context on PMDs
Family relationships emerged strongly as both potential 
risk factors for PMDs and as important sources of sup-
port. The relationship between the women and their hus-
bands was mentioned most often, which is in accordance 
with previous research that has found that the quality 
of the relationship with an intimate partner contributes 
both to likelihood of experiencing a PMD [5] and the 
rate of recovery from a PMD [32]. The present study also 
highlighted social and economic factors that may be risk 
factors for PMDs in these communities—namely the cul-
tural norm that women will move in with their in-laws 
after marriage, and that husbands often leave home for 
extended periods of time in order to find work.

The emphasis placed on these factors by participants 
indicates that PMDs may not be considered as isolated 
biomedical conditions but rather as manifestations of dis-
order in a woman’s overall social, cultural, and economic 
situation. These findings highlight the importance of 
training PHWs to not only recognize symptoms of PMDs 
but also to investigate the stresses and supports available 
to women, in particular intimate partner relationships.

While most respondents identified the CHC as one 
resource for mental health support, the majority identi-
fied family support as taking priority over formal health 
care services. The family as the primary source of sup-
port for women potentially creates a problem for those 
women under psychological stress due in part to those 
same family relationships. As part of any assessment and 
support offered by the CHC it will be important to ques-
tion assumptions as to whether or not a particular family 
can currently act as an effective support or whether they 
may in fact be contributing to mental distress.

PMDs and ethnic minority communities
The majority of respondents, both mothers and PHWs, 
identified as belonging to an ethnic minority group with 
Tay being the most commonly identified ethnicity. Data 
from the government of Vietnam suggest that the Tay lag 
significantly behind the Kinh ethnic majority on maternal 
and child health indicators such as infant and under-five 
mortality [20]. However there are other ethnic groups, 
for example the H’mong, whose health outcomes are 
reported to be far worse [20]. This study provides the first 

direct evidence known to the authors that PMDs may 
represent an under-addressed health need for women in 
ethnic minority communities. However, it remains to be 
established whether the extent of this need differs from 
the ethnic majority and contributes to the observed dis-
parities in maternal and child health.

PMD treatment: present situation and future opportunities
In spite of the fact that PHWs may not currently receive 
the necessary training to detect PMDs [14], most 
respondents asserted the belief that patients would turn 
to the CHC as a primary resource for mental health sup-
port. The willingness of mothers to seek formal medical 
help was stronger in this sample than in a previous report 
conducted with a similar method at a district hospital in 
a semi-urban setting [23]. The present findings suggest 
that shortfalls in addressing PMDs at the community 
level may rest more with detection and diagnosis than 
with patient willingness to present. If so, this presents an 
opportunity to improve the wellbeing of a great number 
of Vietnamese women during the perinatal period by ini-
tiating training to bolster PHWs abilities to detect, treat, 
or make appropriate referrals for PMDs.

Our findings reinforce the need for training at the 
CHC level that is culturally relevant and takes account 
of patients’ broader socioeconomic context. As noted 
by others [31], the degree to which descriptions of men-
tal health disorder rely on behavioural symptoms raises 
questions about the effectiveness of PMD treatments 
based on cognitive behavioural therapy, which demands 
the ability and willingness to discuss private experiences 
and emotions [33]. Family relationships and nutrition 
were two topics that proved to be particularly salient in 
the present study and should be addressed by future pro-
tocols for PMD detection and treatment.

Our interviews also touched upon the importance of 
traditional medicine to many Vietnamese patients as well 
as mainstream health practitioners. Vietnam is one of a 
few countries in which traditional medicine is integrated 
into the national health strategy as a regulated health 
profession with its own degree programs and certifica-
tions, and is available alongside biomedical care at many 
clinics and hospitals [34]. Some of the health providers 
interviewed in this study, none of whom were traditional 
medicine practitioners themselves, clearly regarded tra-
ditional medicine as an important resource for perinatal 
health and perhaps preferable to biomedical treatment 
for pregnant and breastfeeding women. It bears further 
investigation whether there are situations in which this 
belief may put women at risk by limiting their access 
to effective and safe medications during the perinatal 
period.
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Limitations
Recruiting postpartum women to participate in inter-
views proved more difficult than expected, and as such 
our sample consisted mostly of pregnant women. Part of 
the reason for this difficulty may be a tradition practiced 
in Vietnam, as well as China and Taiwan, that dictates 
that a woman should stay at home and rest for 30  days 
after giving birth, and may have limited contact with 
non-family members during this time [35].

The Mothers who participated in these interviews were 
also drawn from a sample population already engaged in 
a separate and ongoing intervention for the improvement 
and maternal and child health. While the current inter-
vention does not address mental health, their engage-
ment alone may have increased their perception of the 
CHC as a health support. Mother’s knowledge of CHC 
services and willingness to seek help may also have been 
influenced by above average educational attainment of 
women in this sample as compared to their communi-
ties, will all women interviewed having at least completed 
secondary school (Grade 9 equivalent). The authors were 
unable to obtain reference data specific to women of 
child bearing age in Dinh Hoa province, however a 2009 
Vietnamese government analysis reported the second-
ary school enrolment rate for eligible children in all rural 
areas at only 80.7 % [36]. Current engagement with their 
CHCs and above average education may limit the gener-
alizability of some findings.

The interviewing method of this study relied on in-per-
son translation and field notes for the recording of partic-
ipant responses. This precluded the research team from 
obtaining verbatim quotes, and subtleties of meaning or 
emphasis may have been lost in the translation process. 
The interview team addressed this limitation through 
extensive debriefing and comparison of notes between 
the Vietnamese-speaking and non-Vietnamese speaking 
researchers who were present at each interview.

Conclusions
Primary healthcare workers in four rural, predominantly 
ethnic minority communities report having almost never 
treated a woman with a PMD. However, anecdotal evi-
dence from women in these communities suggests that 
there are incidents of mental disorder during the peri-
natal period that go largely unaddressed. Willingness to 
present to primary care appears to be high, and presents 
an opportunity to address this need by training PHWs in 
effective screening, treatment, and referral. Such train-
ing should account for culturally specific presentations 
of mental disorders as well as the importance of the 
patient’s social context. These interviews provide the first 
direct evidence of a burden of PMDs in Vietnam’s eth-
nic minority communities; more research is needed to 

establish whether PMDs contribute to the maternal and 
child health disparities faced by these groups.

Abbreviations
CHC: commune health centre; DSM-IV: diagnostic and statistical manual of 
mental disorders IV; IDRC: International development research centre; LMIC: 
lower-middle income country; PHAD: Institute of population health and 
development; PHW: primary health worker; PMD: perinatal mental disorder; 
PPD: post partum depression; TNHD: Thai Nguyen provincial health depart-
ment; VPS: Phan Vietnamese psychiatric scale.

Authors’ contributions
DA conceptualized the study, led the literature review and data collection, 
analyzed the results and drafted the manuscript. LTN guided the formation of 
the research question, arranged logistics for data collection, and edited the 
manuscript. JM assisted in the literature review, provided guidance on meth-
odology and study design, conducted participant interviews, and edited the 
manuscript. YL assisted in the literature review, conducted participant inter-
views, and edited the manuscript. NKT assisted with translation of interview 
materials, conducted participant interviews, and edited the manuscript. DW 
provided guidance on the research question and qualitative methods, ana-
lyzed the results, and edited the manuscript. All authors read and approved 
the final manuscript.

Author details
1 University of Toronto, Toronto, Canada. 2 Institute of Population, Health 
and Development, Hanoi, Vietnam. 3 Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, Canada. 
4 Dartmouth College, Hanover, USA. 5 Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, 
Toronto, Canada. 

Acknowledgements
The first author received funding from the University of Toronto Medical 
Alumni Association Dr. Elva May Rowe Fund International Health Undergradu-
ate Summer Research Scholarship. PHAD’s work in Thai Nguyen is funded by 
the International Development Research Centre (IDRC).

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 21 November 2015   Accepted: 11 February 2016

References
 1. Goldberg D, Huxley P. Common mental disorders: a bio-social model. 

Tavistock/Routledge: London; New York; 1992.
 2. Ormel J, VonKorff M, Ustun B, Pini S, Korten A, Oldehinkel T. Common 

mental disorders and disability across cultures: results from the WHO col-
laborative study on psychological problems in general health care. JAMA. 
1994;272(22):1741–8.

 3. Ohara MW, Swain A. Rates and risk of postpartum depression: a meta-
analysis. Int Rev Psychiatry. 1996;8(1):37–54.

 4. Leach LS, Poyser C, Fairweather-Schmidt K. Maternal perinatal anxi-
ety: a review of prevalence and correlates. Clinical Psychologist. 2015. 
doi:10.1111/cp.12058.

 5. Fisher J, Cabral de Mello M, Patel V, Rahman A, Tran T, Holton S, Holmes W. 
Prevalence and determinants of common perinatal mental disorders in 
women in low- and lower-middle-income countries: a systematic review. 
Bull World Health Organ. 2012;90(2):139G–49G.

 6. Klainin P, Arthur DG. Postpartum depression in Asian cultures: a literature 
review. Int J Nurs Stud. 2009;46(10):1355–73.

 7. Tran TD, Biggs B, Tran T, Casey GJ, Hanieh S, et al. Psychological and 
social factors associated with late pregnancy iron deficiency anaemia 
in rural Viet Nam: a population-based prospective study. PLoS One. 
2013;8(10):e78162.

 8. Tran TD, Tran T, Simpson JA, Tran HT, Nguyen TT, Hanieh S, et al. Infant 
motor development in rural Vietnam and intrauterine exposures to 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/cp.12058


Page 10 of 10Abrams et al. Int J Ment Health Syst  (2016) 10:10 

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

anaemia, iron deficiency and common mental disorders: a prospective 
community-based study. BMC Pregnancy Childbirth. 2014;14(1):8.

 9. Fisher J, Kriitmaa K, La B, Rosenthal D, Tran T, Tran T. Common perinatal 
mental disorders in northern Viet Nam: community prevalence and 
health care use. Bull World Health Organ. 2010;88(10):737–45.

 10. Fisher JR, Tran H, Tran T. Relative socioeconomic advantage and mood 
during advanced pregnancy in women in Vietnam. Int J Ment Health 
Syst. 2007;1:3.

 11. Niemi M, Falkenberg T, Petzold M, Chuc NTK, Patel V. Symptoms of ante-
natal common mental disorders, preterm birth and low birthweight: a 
prospective cohort study in a semi-rural district of Vietnam. Tropical Med 
Int Health. 2013;18(6):687–95.

 12. Harpham T, Huttly S, De Silva MJ, Abramsky T. Maternal mental health and 
child nutritional status in four developing countries. J Epidemiol Com-
munity Health. 2005;59(12):1060–4.

 13. Harpham T, Tuan T. From research evidence to policy: mental health care 
in Viet Nam. Bull World Health Organ. 2006;84(8):664–8.

 14. WHO–AIMS Report on Mental Health System in Vietnam. World Health 
Organization; 2006. http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/
who_aims_report_viet_nam.pdf Accessed 29 Sep 2015.

 15. WHO. Mental health atlas 2011 country profiles Viet Nam. World Health 
Organization; 2011. http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/atlas/
profiles/vnm_mh_profile.pdf?ua=1 Accessed 29 Sep 2015.

 16. Phan T, Silove D. An overview of indigenous descriptions of mental 
phenomena and the range of traditional healing practices amongst the 
Vietnamese. Transcult Psychiatry. 1999;36(1):79–94.

 17. Tran TD, Tran T, La B, Lee D, Rosenthal D, Fisher J. Screening for peri-
natal common mental disorders in women in the north of Vietnam: 
a comparison of three psychometric instruments. J Affect Disord. 
2011;133(1):281–93.

 18. Tran TD, Tran T, Fisher J. Validation of the depression anxiety stress scales 
(DASS) 21 as a screening instrument for depression and anxiety in a rural 
community-based cohort of northern Vietnamese women. BMC Psychia-
try. 2013;13(1):24.

 19. Kleinman A. Social origins of distress and disease: depression, neurasthe-
nia, and pain in modern China. New Haven: Yale University Press; 1986.

 20. Ethnic groups in Vietnam: an analysis of key indicators from the 2009 Viet 
Nam population and housing census. UNFPA; 2009. http://vietnam.unfpa.
org/webdav/site/vietnam/shared/Publications%202011/Ethnic_Group_
ENG.pdf Accessed 29 Sep 2015.

 21. Viet Nam multiple indicator cluster survey 2011, final report. General 
Statistics Office; 2011. http://www.gso.gov.vn/default_en.aspx?tabid=51
5&idmid=5&ItemID=12491 Accessed 29 Sep 2015.

 22. Ekman B, Axelson H, Ha DA, Nguyen LT. Use of maternal health care ser-
vices and ethnicity: a cross-sectional analysis of Vietnam. 2007. Available 
at SSRN: http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=993713.

 23. Niemi ME, Falkenberg T, Nguyen MTT, Nguyen MTN, Patel V, Faxelid E. The 
social contexts of depression during motherhood: a study of explanatory 
models in Vietnam. J Affect Disord. 2010;124(1):29–37.

 24. Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders. 4th ed. Washing-
ton: American Psychiatric Association; 2000.

 25. Phan T, Steel Z, Silove D. An ethnographically derived measure of anxiety, 
depression and somatization: the Phan Vietnamese psychiatric scale. 
Transcult Psychiatry. 2004;41(2):200–32.

 26. Savignon S. Communicative competence: theory and classroom practice. 
2nd ed. New York: McGraw-Hill; 1997.

 27. Kleinman A. Patients and healers in the context of culture: an explora-
tion of the borderland between anthropology, medicine, and psychiatry. 
Berkeley: University of California Press; 1980.

 28. Squires A. Methodological challenges in cross-language qualitative 
research: a research review. Int J Nurs Stud. 2009;46(2):277–87.

 29. Temple B. Crossed wires: interpreters, translators, and bilingual workers in 
cross-language research. Qual Health Res. 2002;12(6):844–54.

 30. Glaser BG, Strauss AL. The discovery of grounded theory; strategies for 
qualitative research. Chicago: Aldine Pub. Co.; 1967.

 31. Niemi M, Malqvist M, Giang KB, Allebeck P, Falkenberg T. A narrative 
review of factors influencing detection and treatment of depression in 
Vietnam. Int J Ment Health Syst. 2013;7:15.

 32. Nguyen TT, Tran TD, Tran T, La B, Nguyen H, Fisher J. Postpartum 
change in common mental disorders among rural Vietnamese women: 
incidence, recovery and risk and protective factors. Br J Psychiatry. 
2015;206(2):110–5.

 33. Kirmayer L. Psychotherapy and the cultural concept of the person. 
Transcult Psychiatry. 2007;44(2):232–57.

 34. WHO. Traditional Medicine Strategy 2002–2005. World Health Organiza-
tion; 2006. http://www.wpro.who.int/health_technology/book_who_tra-
ditional_medicine_strategy_2002_2005.pdf Accessed 29 Sep 2015.

 35. Holroyd E, Katie FK, Chun LS, Ha SW. “Doing the month”: an exploration 
of postpartum practices in Chinese women. Health Care Women Int. 
1997;18(3):301–13.

 36. Education in Vietnam: an analysis of key indicators. General statistics 
office; 2009. http://vietnam.unfpa.org/webdav/site/vietnam/shared/Cen-
sus%20publications/5_Monograph-Education.pdf.

http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/who_aims_report_viet_nam.pdf
http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/who_aims_report_viet_nam.pdf
http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/atlas/profiles/vnm_mh_profile.pdf%3fua%3d1
http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/atlas/profiles/vnm_mh_profile.pdf%3fua%3d1
http://vietnam.unfpa.org/webdav/site/vietnam/shared/Publications%25202011/Ethnic_Group_ENG.pdf
http://vietnam.unfpa.org/webdav/site/vietnam/shared/Publications%25202011/Ethnic_Group_ENG.pdf
http://vietnam.unfpa.org/webdav/site/vietnam/shared/Publications%25202011/Ethnic_Group_ENG.pdf
http://www.gso.gov.vn/default_en.aspx%3ftabid%3d515%26idmid%3d5%26ItemID%3d12491
http://www.gso.gov.vn/default_en.aspx%3ftabid%3d515%26idmid%3d5%26ItemID%3d12491
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm%3fabstract_id%3d993713
http://www.wpro.who.int/health_technology/book_who_traditional_medicine_strategy_2002_2005.pdf
http://www.wpro.who.int/health_technology/book_who_traditional_medicine_strategy_2002_2005.pdf
http://vietnam.unfpa.org/webdav/site/vietnam/shared/Census%2520publications/5_Monograph-Education.pdf
http://vietnam.unfpa.org/webdav/site/vietnam/shared/Census%2520publications/5_Monograph-Education.pdf

	Dartmouth College
	Dartmouth Digital Commons
	2-24-2016

	Perceptions and Experiences of Perinatal Mental Disorders in Rural, Predominantly Ethnic Minority Communities in Northern Vietnam
	Daniel Abrams
	Liem T. Nguyen
	Jill Murphy
	Younji Lee
	Nhu K. Tran
	See next page for additional authors
	Recommended Citation
	Authors


	Perceptions and experiences of perinatal mental disorders in rural, predominantly ethnic minority communities in northern Vietnam
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Objective: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Methods
	Setting
	Participants and recruitment
	Interview content
	Data collection and analysis

	Results
	Participants
	Scenario 1 was often perceived to be describing a mental health problem
	Scenario 2 was often perceived to be a circulatory or cardiac problem
	Themes identified in the interviews

	Discussion
	PMD incidence and detection
	The impact of personal social context on PMDs
	PMDs and ethnic minority communities
	PMD treatment: present situation and future opportunities
	Limitations

	Conclusions
	Authors’ contributions
	References


