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Understanding the causes and characteristics of stigma and lack of knowledge as
barriers to proper use of mental health services among Israelis after the reform and
finding appropriate solutions for them

Executive Summary

Background
It is important to examine not only who has mental health issues and a need for mental health care

but who receives the care. Various factors affect proper utilization of mental health services beyond
need, including social and psychological factors. In prior research, stigma and lack of knowledge
stood out as barriers and there may be opportunities to overcome or reduce such barriers. However,
the topic has been understudied. This topic is an especially important and timely one in Israel in light
of the mental health reform several years ago and in light of COVID-19 and its potential impact not
only on physical health but mental health. The research that has been conducted indicates that
minority groups in Israel including Arabs, Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) Jews, and Ethiopian-Israelis, may
be less likely to use mental health services when there is a need (Al-Krenawai 2002, Youngmann et
al. 2008, Greenberg & Witztum 2012) but not enough is known. To contribute towards filling this gap
in knowledge, this study analyzed stigma and lack of knowledge related to mental health care use
and variations by subgroup, as well as examining potential interventions to improve appropriate
mental health utilization.

Research Questions:

1. What is the extent of stigma and lack of knowledge related to mental health and mental health
services among Israelis?

2. How do stigma and lack of knowledge differ by sub groups such religion and ethnicity?

3. What are possible solutions to reduce stigma and increase knowledge in order to increase
appropriate use of mental health services?

Methods

This study used mixed methods. The first phase involved a survey of Israelis aged 18-55 about
mental health, stigma, mental health status and knowledge, attitudes and behaviors related to
mental health care. Standard instruments were used when possible, including at least parts of the
CAMI, MAKS, PHQ and GAD. The majority of respondents were recruited from a random list of
Israeli residents, supplemented by a convenience sample. From August 2020 - January 2021, 2216
Israelis were surveyed, including 509 Arabs, 310 Haredi Jews, and 425 Ethiopian-Israelis. Bi-variate
analyses and comparisons were performed for a wide range of health status variables, need for
mental health services, stigma towards others, knowledge about identifying disorders and mental
illness, knowledge about service utilization and reform, corona impact about mental health care
needs and perceptions about mental health services and preferences regarding sources of
information on mental health issues. Comparisons were made between the target minority groups of
the study, Arabs, Haredim and Ethiopian-Israelis with the rest of the population for variables
described above. Chi-square statistics were produced to test for statistical significance. Multivariable
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analyses were performed to analyze findings after controlling for demographics and see whether
lack of knowledge was connected with stigma.

The second phase involved 25 intensive interviews conducted at the end of 2021 with senior mental
health and community leaders and experts, about half from within and half external to the mental
health care to try to understand the reasons for these barriers in greater depth and to develop
potential ways to overcome these barriers. Interviews were recorded, transcribed and analyzed. A
grounded theory approach was used in analyzing themes and subthemes.

Findings

The main findings of the survey are presented below. All differences are statistically significant (p <
.05). Significant proportions of the population surveyed reported mental distress, 44% having ever
had a mental health problem ever and 21%, having one over the last 12 months; of these, most have
felt distress since the corona outbreak. There was a range of results for stigma towards others
ranging from 9% to 25% in the general population, depending on type of stigma, with variations by
subgroups. For example, over 44% of Haredim agreed that "it is foolish for a woman to marry a man
who has suffered from a mental iliness in the past, even if he seems to have recovered" and among
Arabs, 35% thought that "the mentally ill should not be given responsibility for anything." Regarding
self-stigma, 24% of the sample who had a mental health issue did not agree that "I can live life the
way | want." There were significant differences by subgroups. For example, about 38% of the
Haredim agreed that "if | had a mental illness | would not tell anyone but in the other types of stigma
and among Arabs for whom the question was relevant, 39% thought that "stereotypes about mental
patients are relevant to me."

In terms of the issue of lack of knowledge, a quarter of respondents did not agree that they had
enough resources to search for information on mental illness. About a third of the sample did not
agree that they could identify whether they had a problem with their mental state that required
treatment and could not identify symptoms of severe depression when presented Only about a third
knew that since 2015, mental health services are primarily received from the HMOs, and less than
half of the sample thought that people with severe mental health problems could recover. The
multivariate analyses confirmed that there were differences between the subgroups studied even
when controlling for other demographics and also that there was an inverse relationship between
knowledge about mental health issues and stigma.

Regarding changes in stressors and mental health-related attitudes since the outbreak of the
coronavirus, nearly 40% of the sample reported feeling more mental distress and 73% reported
feeling more concerned about personal or family health. While 20% said they felt more worried about
what others would think if they were found to have mental illness but a similar percentage also said
they felt less worried about it and a similar percentage also said they were more willing to seek
professional mental health care. When presented with a list of options, there was the highest interest
in getting mental health information from the health care system and about 72% of the overall
sample chose their family doctor and 55% chose the HMO as a desired source, However, almost
70% of the ultra-Orthodox wanted to get information from spiritual leaders and only about 17% of
Arabs wanted information from the government. Ethiopian-Israelis preferred information from family
or friends far more than the other groups

The intensive interviews with mental health and community leaders provided a deeper
understanding of the reasons for the survey findings Generally, interviewees thought that there were
still many people who did not receive health services, because of a humber of types of stigma or
lack of knowledge. However, there was a diversity of opinions, with those serving in roles within the
health care system typically more likely to downplay the severity of these issues. Although it was not
an initial focus of our study, many of the key informants mentioned the barrier of access to care and
long wait times for care, a problem exacerbated during the coronavirus period. Informants from all
sectors thought that while there is generally a growing awareness of mental health issues and less
stigma, the progress is slow, and more efforts are needed to address this problem at all ages. They
suggested a number of ways to improve mental health in Israel. Many mentioned in particular the
need for increased education, especially at an early age and the need for more cultural competence
to deal with the special challenges facing the minority groups that our study especially focused on.
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Discussion

Reducing stigma and Increasing knowledge related to mental health among Israel can

contribute to the mental health and wellness of the community and thus strengthen overall
well-being. However, there are excessive levels of external and internal stigma as well as

lack of relevant knowledge that are barriers to the appropriate use of mental health services among
Israelis. These problems are especially important in light of COVID-19 when there may be a greater
need for treatment but have relevance during other periods as well. This study sheds light on the
barriers and potential means to try to overcome them, including among minority groups such as
Arabs, Haredim and Ethiopian-Israelis.

There was disagreement among key informants as to the extent of stigma and lack of knowledge
being barriers today, with some saying the because of the 2015 reform and also attention being
given to mental health during the COVID-9 period, these issues were less relevant and the focus
should be on access to care. However, other informants, especially those outside of the health care
system saw these as still being important barriers. This was supported by our survey of Israelis
which found that important minorities of Israelis were affected by either external or internal stigma as
well as by lack of knowledge as to when mental health care was needed or where to get it.

Policy Recommendations/Conclusions

Some of the recommended initiatives, such as increased education, may involve increased budgets.
However, long-term savings of these and other initiatives mentioned below, may be cost-effective
thanks to prevention of hospitalizations and more effective treatment of mental health problems. In
addition, there may be additional options for reducing costs through the participation and
volunteering of community members

It is also important to note that there are differences between subgroups and there is a need for
cultural adaptation both within and without the mental health care system. The results of the study
can have important implications, due to the potential to better understand barriers to receiving
needed and culturally competent treatment for specific population groups, especially Arabs, ultra-
Orthodox, and Ethiopian-Israelis. There is also a need to promote innovative solutions such as Bayit
Me-azen (communal houses providing alternative to preventing psychiatric hospitalization for
people) or mental health promotion, ideas that exist but are not necessarily sufficiently supported.
And in general, there is a need and opportunity to think ‘outside the box'.

There is a need to increase trust in and appropriate use of the health care system. A recent article
examined the Ministry of Health's success in increasing trust between it and the Haredi community
regarding compliance with the guidelines regarding corona and receiving the vaccine (Schroeder et
al 2021). The article suggested that similar initiatives could succeed among other minority groups in
Israel and in other health areas. Such an initiative should be considered for mental health and for
minority groups in Israel such as Arabs and Ethiopian-Israelis. It can involve a coalition of groups,
not only from the health care system but also from the community. However, even without such a
grand initiative, some of the steps outlined in this report can make an impact on the problems of
stigma and lack of knowledge which still exist and can thus improve appropriate use of mental health
services.
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