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RÉSUMÉ 
Cet article examine le phénomène des adolescents suicidaires d'origine grecque à Montréal et les 

réactions familiales à cette problématique. 
En comparaison avec l'ensemble de la population, le tabou entourant le phénomène du suicide est 

très prononcé au sein de la communauté grecque. Cette realité sociale s'explique en partie par 
l ' innucnce de l'idéologie religieuse, par les attitudes sociales ainsi que par l'emphase particulière 
que met la société grecque sur l'importance du rôle parental. En effet, les familles grecques sont 

davantage réticentes à l' intervention sociale que le reste de la population. 

ABSTRACT 
This study examines the phenomenon of Greek adolescent suicide and familial reactions to this 

amongst members of the Greek Community of Montreal. lnterpretation of the data revealed the fol­
lowing: the social stigma attached to suicide is more pronounced in the Greek community than in 
the larger population. This is because of the influence of religious ideology, societal attitudes and 
the particular importance Greek society places on family and parental rolcs. Greek families are more 
resistant to treatment. 

Introduction 
Suicide is a phenomenon that has been a cause for concem to many therapists 

and researchers (Dunne, Mclntosh & Dunne, 1 987; Stillion, McDowell & May, 
1 989). In Quebec, suicide is one of the ptimary causes of premature rnortality 
(Bel lerose, Laval lee & Camirand, 1 994). Quebec together with France, 
Belgium, Hungary and the Scandinavian countries has one of the highest sui­
cide rates in ail of the industtialized countries (St. Laurent, 1 995). There has 
been a spectacular rise in the number of completed suicides in Quebec from 
1 97 1-1 983. l n  197 1  there were 1 0.6 reported suicides per 1 00,000 i nhabitants. 
This rose to 1 8 . 1  for the same number of inhabitants i n  1 983 .  ln subsequent 
years the rate decreased slightly ( 1 7  .6) only to increase to 1 8. 1  per 1 00,000 
inhabitants in 1 993 (St. Laurent, 1995). 

Suicide among the young can be a painful reality for rnany mental health prac­
titioners (Bennan, 1991 ) .  lt appears that suicide i n  adolescents and young adults 
has risen dramatically in recent yea:rs. ln the United States the overall suicide 
rate for young people ages 1 5  - 24 has more than triplcd from 1 957  to 1 987 
(Berman, 1991  ) . The sarne is truc of Canada, where the statistics of suicide for 
adolescents and young adults (ages 1 5  - 19) have tisen sharply in  the past 40 

*This article is based on the Master of Social Work Thesis deposited at McGill University, 

August 1995 
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years (3.3 suicides per 1 00,000 inhabitants i n  l 950 to 1 3 .8 for the same number of 
i n  habitants in 1 99 l )  (Suicide i n  Canada, 1994). 

ln Quebec, the adolescent and young adult group ( 1 5  - 24) had the highest rate 
of reported suicidai ideation and para-suicidai behaviour. (Bellerose, C., Lavallee 
C., & Camirand, J . ,  1 994). 

Not only do health practitioners in Quebec have to deal with ail the diffcrent 
facets of suicide, they also have to work with a population that includes citizens of 
various ethnie origins, as many immigrants from the four corners of the world 
have chosen to establish themselvcs in Quebec. Immigrants invariably settlc in the 
large metropolitan areas. ln Quebec the vast majority settled in Montreal and its 
surrounding suburbs. 

l n  recent years an incrcasing number of authors have been exploring the signiti­
cance of ethnie and cultural traits affecting human behaviour (Glazer and 
Moynihan, 1 975; McGoldrick, Pearce & Giordano, 1 982). Mental hcalth profcs­
sionals are also beginning to stress the importance of ethnie variability and the 
impact that cultural traits have on psychological functioning (D'  Abate and Di 
Stefano, 1 986). This is evidenced in the increasing l iterature on cross-cultural 
counselling and recent developrnents in working with families of diverse ethnie 
backgrounds (Devorc and Schlesinger, 199 1 ;  Di Nicola, 1 985). 

ln addition authors are reporting that ethnie values have a substantial impact on 
farnilies and how they react to treatment. 

Furthermore they add that the ethnie family will tend to sustain ethnie values and 
transmit them to subsequent generations. This proccss sets thern apart from the 
dominant culture, l i festyles and behaviours of the host society. 

Ethnie values and cultural traits are a surprisingly resilient phenornenon which 
eut across socioeconomic and inter-generational l ines. An ethnie group according 
to lshwaran ( 1 980) is collectively sharing unique sociocultural traditions which are 
transmitted from one generation to another. Cultural traits and ethnie Yalues can 
also have a profound impact on the manner i n  which individuals respond to crisis. 

The purpose of this article is to analyze the phenomenon of suicide within one 
cultural community, the Greek Community of Montreal, and to examine the cul­
tural factors that influence the behaviour of families of Greek origin, whcn they 
arc faced with a suicidai adolescent. ln our definition of suicidai adolescents, the 
author includes the spectrum of suicidai behaviours which i nclude suicidai 
i deation (thinking about suicide), parasuicide (attempted non-lethal suicide and 
deliberate selfharm), and completed suicide (death by suicide). 

The term Greek Community in Montreal as well as Greek families and Greek 
immigrants are used interchangeably i n  this paper. 

Sometimes the coll ective term clients or citizens of Greek origin is used to 
include Greck immigrants and thcir childrcn - usually bom in Montreal. 
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1. Review of the Literature 

Unfortunately the l iterature rcview did not reveal any articles on this topic. 
The cu l tural component is a l most non-existent in the fie l d  of su ic ida i  
adolescents. What the research revealed were scveral articles on  Native lndians, 
fewer on Black Americans and even Jess on Americans of Hispanie origin 
(Berlin, 1 985; Gibbs, 1 988; May & Dismag, 1 974; Shore, 1 972; Zayes, 1 987). 
None of the above groups are significantly similar to the Montreal citizens of 
Greek origin. Consequently the articles and books on suicide selected to be 
reviewed for this paper are those that correspond with the topics discussed by 
the key respondents. They include the following: the influence of religion and 
societal attitudes towards suicide, suicidai adolescents and their families, and 
the therapy of choice that emerged from practicc. This is followed by a revicw 
of the l iterature on the Greek Community of Montreal, with special emphasis on 
the culture and religion of this group and the attitudes of Greek families towards 
therapeutic interventions. 

Religion, Societal Attitudes Towards Suicide 
No discussion on suicide is complete without an analysis of the i nfluence of 

religion and societal attitudes towards suicidai behaviour. 

Sorne authors argue that religious beliefs and the ensuing practices can influ­
ence the inc idence of suic ide ( M aris, 1 9 8 1  ) . l t  is  proposed that as most 
Catholics view suicide as sinful and abnormal, one will find a lower number of 
suicides in Catholic  countries than i n  those countries that harbour a more tole­
rant view of suicide (Maris, 1 98 1  ). Others dwell on the stigma society attaches 
to suicide and suicidai gestures which in turn influences the reactions of the 
families involved (Curran, 1 987). 

Attitudes towards suicide have differed from age to age and civil ization to 
civilization (Groil man, 1 97 1  ) .  The predominant religious ideology in traditional 
societies determined to a large extent those societies' attitudes towards suicide. 
Consequently in eastem societies where Brahmanism and Buddhism prevailed, 
suicide was tolerated and under certain conditions even encouraged. ln societies 
where Islam prevailed, suicide was considered a sin and suicidai acts con­
demned (Farberow, 1 975; Stengel, 1 970). The philosophical and religious cur­
rents of the Greco-Roman tradition did not condemn suicide (Stengel, 1970). 
This in tum helped to shape the attitudes of the early Christian Church. 

lt was in the year 400 A.D. that St Augustine proclaimed self-kil l ing a sin, 
because it was viewed as a homicide and thus i t  violated the sixth command­
ment, "thou shalt not kill" (Stillion, 1 989). l n  later years, suicide was pcrceived 
as a mortal sin because those who had killed thernselves could not confess and 
atone for it. lt was also seen as an act that demonstrates lack of faith in God. For 
the above reasons, i n  1 284 A . D .  at the Synod of Nimes, those who had 
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committed suicide were denied i nterment i n  the Christian burial grounds 
(Grollman, 1 97 1  ). 

l n  1 054 A.D. the Christian Church was divided into the Western or Catholic 
Church and the Eastern or Greek Orthodox Church. The Eastern Orthodox reli­
gion was practised in the region that now constitutes modern Greece. To this 
day ît is the religion of choice of the vast majority of citizens of Greek origin 
(Costantinides. 1 983). 

The Greek Orthodox Church maintained the position adopted by the Christian 
Church at the Synod of Ni mes. Suicide was, and still is viewed as a murderous 
act and a sin against God (Yearbook of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of 
North and South America, 1 995). 

ln practical terms, the consequences are severe for the survivors of the sui­
cide. Those who have committed suicide arc not allowed a funcral within the 
church, nor is the person i nterred in the burial grounds of the Grcek Orthodox 
church. The family is therefore deprived of the comfort and support they would 
othcrwise receive during the funeral and the consequent burial. 

Recently the Grcck Orthodox Church has modified its strong position. I f  the 
family can prove that when the person committed the act of suicide he or she 
was insane, they are pardoned and allowed a funeral and a burial within the bur­
ial grounds of the Greek Orthodox Church (Yearbook of the Greek Orthodox 
Archdioccse of North and South America, 1 995). 

Although writers believe that religion plays an important role in detem1ining 
the incidence of suicidai behaviours, and the reaction of the fami lies to the 
above, the attitudes of society towards suicide can also be a determining factor. 
This occurrcd because many Western societies have i nternalized the values of 
the church and suicide has became taboo (Groil man, 197 1 ;  Schncidman, 1 970). 
Even when societics move towards secularism and suicide is viewed Jess harsh­
ly, the authors believe that the stigmatization of suicide persists (Still man, 1 989; 
Garden, 1 985; Curran, 1 987). 

Society is especially harsh on parents of suicidai adolescents, who are pcr­
ceived as having failed to protect their children (Curran, 1 987). Il will be impor­
tant to examine the phenomenon of suicidai adolescents and how their familics 
react to suicidai behaviour. 

The Greek Commuoity of Mootreal 

None of the literature examined revealed information on families of Greek 
origin and their reaction to suicide, nor did the l iterature delve into the reactions 
of the Greek Community of Montreal to suicidai adolescents. Jt did however 
provide an understanding of this community that wi l l  be presented in the 
following section. 
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a. The Family Structure. Values, and Dynamics 
The importance of the family within the Greek culture is considerable. There 

is a long-standing tradition, religious values, structures and a dominant ideology 
which have made the Greek family the most fundamental institution of Greece 
(Constantinides, 1 983 ). 

The importance ofGreek families is maintained even aftcr Grceks emigrate to 
various countries. ln  a study that compared Grcck- and Anglo-Australian fami­
lies. Smolicz ( 1 985), found that the most important element differcntiating the 
two groups was the special bond that unîtes Greek families. 

Although in Grcece there has been an evolutionary trend in family values as 
the country becomcs more i ndustrializcd, this happens at a mu ch slower rate i n  
Grcek i m m i grant fami l i es  o f  M ontreal ,  as  they rcmain c u l t ural l y  and  
linguistically isolated. This is described by  Constantinides ( 1 983) as  the ''ghet­
toization" of the Greck family. Within the family structure, the father maintains 
the authority in the home. This authority is to be fcarcd and respccted by all 
membcrs of the family. The mother, on the other hand, is cxpected to show ten­
derness,  spontancous  se lf-den ia l  and  se l f-sacr ifi c e  ( Gavak is .  1 98 3 ;  
Primpas-Wells, 1 982; Rosenthal, Dimitriou & Efk l i des. 1 989; Xenacostas, 
1 99 1 ). Within that structure, gcncrational boundaries are rigidly maintained and 
power a n d  a ut h or i ty  is h e l d  by the  e l dest  members of the  fam i l y .  
(Primpas'--Wclts, 1 982). A s  divorce i s  considered a n  i nsult for the Greek family, 
the numbcr of divorces rcmains relativcly low. According to the Constantinidcs 
study ( 1 983), the divorce rate within the Greek Community of Montrcal was 
4.23%. This corresponds with the divorce rate for Greck families rcported in a 
study donc by the CLSC of Park Extension i n  1 979 (C.L.S.C. 1 979). The 
divorce rate in Quebec for 1 983 was 39% (Quebec - Statistique, 1 985). 

h. Parental Relationships with the Children 

According to the Constantinides study ( 1 983) almost 90% of the parents 
stated they had good or very good relationships with their childrcn. Further. the 
rcspondcnts statcd that they spcnt more than 3 hours with thcir children evcry 
day. The authors however, werc sceptical about these findings, bccause i nter­
views conducted for the study with several Greek teachers revcalcd that Greck 
fami l ics arc expericncing very scrious emotional problems but thcsc are not 
acknowledgcd because it would jcopardizc the honour of the Grcck family 
(Constantinidcs, 1 983). 1 n fact according to Primpas-Welts ( 1 982), although the 
Grcck family is vcry child oricnted and contacts betwccn the parents and the 
children rcmain loving and loyal, most contacts are superficial and centrcd 
around meals. holidays, and family gathcrings. Grcck childrcn have little oppor­
tunity to sort out their feelings by talking about their problems. They do not 
hear thcir parents articulatc thcir feelings and thcy arc not allowcd to talk back 
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i f  they di sagree because that would be intcrpreted as a challenge to parental 
authority (Primpas-Welts 1982). 

Education of the chi ldren is  highly va!ued by the Greck immigrant group 
( Xenacostas, 1 99 1  ). Howcver, the interest i n  their chi ldren ' s  education is not 
followed by an involvcment of the parents in the schools of thcir children. 
Rather they !cave a i l  the responsibi l ity of cducating their chi ldren to the 
teaching staff of the schools (Constantinidcs, 1 983). Constantinides bclieves 
that this is due to the paucity of Greek-speaking teachers within the education 
system. He also suggests that bccause Greck parents are unedueated they may 
fcel l imited and incapable of bccoming invol\'cd within the structures of the 
schools of their children. 

An cssential value within Greek families is that parents provide the basic 
material nccds su ch as clothing, food and shelter to their ehildren. Greek parents 
feel vcry proud whcn they are able to provide for their children the things they 
were deprivcd of during their youth in Grecce (Xenocostas, 1 99 1  ). 

Regarding the soeialization of the ehildren, according to the Constantinides 
study, the childrcn stated that 60.58% of their friends are also of Greek origin. 
Two reasons are given for the "ghettoization" of the children. First, the authors 
believe it is an extension of similar bchaviour by the parents and second. it i s  a 
function of the parents' disapproval of their children ' s  re!ationships with non­
Greeks. As thcy expect their childrcn to marry within the Greek Community, 
they believe that at a young age their children should socialize with other chil­
dren of Greek origin (Constantinides, 1 983). The children of Greek immigrants 
share their parents' prcference for cndogamy (Xenocostas, 1 99 1  ) . 

c. Culrure, Language, and Religion 

The pinnacle of Grcck society is the family, wherc ail mies are well defincd 
and boundarics are rigid. The family is not l imited to the nuclear family but 
i ncludes members of the extended family such as the "Koumbaroi" - the 
godparents of the chi ldren - un cl es, aunts, and someti mes even ncighbours. 
How Greek parents are perceived by othcrs is very important, because their 
prestige and social reputation depends on the opinion of those who fonn their 
social network (Xcnocostas, 1 99 1  ) . 

The Greek immigrants are wcll known for their attachment to their language. 
According to O'Bryan ( 1 976) in a study made of different linguistic groups in 
the Montreal area, 80. 1 % of Greek people intervicwed stated that they spoke 
Grcek within the home. 

This was the highest pcrcentage noted by the groups selected for this study. 

The church has also played a significant role in the cultural evolution of the 
Greek Community. Traditionally the Church has had a significant political role 
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in Grcecc undcr the rulc of the Ottoman Empire in Europe. Aftcr the creation of 
the Grcck state in 1 830, the political role of the church <liminishcd. Howcver, 
the church rcmained omnipresent in the l i fc of the Grcck citizen. The vast 
majority of the Greeks in the Greek community of Montreal arc of the Greek 
Orthodox faith, and 44.8% go to church at least twice a month. lt is belicved 
however that belonging to the church is becoming less a matter of Faith and 
more a cultural manifestation (Constantinides, 1 983). · 

ln a study that cxamined inter-gcnerational contlict between Greck immigrant 
parents and their children. born in Canada, Ylahou ( 1 99 1 )  found that parents 
and childrcn hcld parallcl bcliefs and practiccs on religion, and no apparent con­
fl ict on this issue existcd. 

d. Sen'ices lO the Creek Community 
lt is only rcccntly that the social services in Quebcc have incorporated the 

cultural component in thcir practicc. According to the Constantinides study in  
1 983 ,  citizcns of Grcck origin wcre under-representcd in  the  public and 
para-public scctor. Sinœ 1 983, some efforts have been made to hirc mcmbers 
of the Grcek community within the public and para-public scctors, but the 
proccss has been slow and has cxpericnccd moderatc succcss. This is not to say, 
howcvcr, that rncmbers of the Grcck community have bcen clamouring for 
social services in thcir languagc or have asked for services that takc into 
account their cultural spcciticity. Greek familics arc not open to therapeutic 
imcrvcntion. " l t  is unusual for Greek people to seck psychotherapy of any kind. 
Grcck family members, particularly fathers, are confident that they alonc know 
the causes of their problems and how bcst to solve thcm" (Primpas-Wclts, p. 
283, J 982). 1 n the Constantin ides study 64.9% stated that if thcy had a problem, 
thcy would try to solvc it by themselves and only 2.5% said that they would go 
to a social workcr for hclp (Constantinides 1 983). 

According to Primpas-Welts, ( 1 982) Greek famil ies vicw cmotional and 
marital problcms as ncrves. That is, they think of thcm as physical problems 
that retlect thcir inability to deal with stress. Conscqucntly they ask for medica­
tion. Deprcssion is not considercd a psychiatrie issue but is scen as a physical 
condition. a sadness that fol lows a loss or a trauma. Sometimcs it is even 
attributcd to the evil cyc. Therapists are perceived as stigmatizing to the reputa­
tion of a Grcck family (Primpas-Welts, 1 982). Within Greek familics rational­
ization and denial are customary dcfcnses. Further parents will often try to trian­
gulate the therapist by asking him to support their version. Although Greek fam­
ilies will .  initially at lcast, corne for sessions, thcy will often withhold persona! 
tho ughts and  fee l i ngs from t h e  therapis t  and  other fam i l y  mcmbers 
(Primpas-Wclts, 1 982). 
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I l .  Methodology and Analysis of Findings 

An extensive l iterature search did not reveal matcrial pertinent to the topic. 
Rcgrettably the publications on suicidai adolescents of Grcck origin and on 
rcactions ofGrcck familics to treatment wcre not vcry numcrous. 

Consequcntly, certain kcy respondents werc selccted and intcrviewcd by 
means ofa prcparcd questionnaire. (Sec Appendix 1). The rcspondcnts includcd: 
social workers who have workcd in the CLSCs and schools and threc psychia­
trists. The abovc providc services in areas whcre thcre is a high concentration of 
Greck immigrants. ln addition, the dircctor of social services of the Hellcnic 
community was i ntcrviewcd, as well as a member of the clergy of the Greek 
01thodox faith, and one of the dircctors of Suicide-Action Montrcal. The ques­
tionnaire consistcd of nine questions. lnformants wcre not l imitcd to the ques­
tions on the questionnaire but wcre askcd to expand on topics with which they 
wcre familiar. They werc asked to comment on the causes and number of sui­
cides on adolescents of Greek origin, how the families react to thcrapy, and to 
offcr their opinion on the influence of religion, the social stigma and the com­
minity's attitude towards suicide, as well as the social services offered to the 
membcrs of the Greek community. Ai l  of the above were i l lustrated by case 
studies. 

Causes of Adolescent Suicide in the Greek Community 
lt appears at least from the cases presented by the rcspondents that the causes 

leading to suicide in adolescents of Greek origin are vcry si mi Jar to those cited 
in the l itcraturc. The most vulncrable adolescents of Grcek origin are thosc who 
bclong to fami l ics who are expcriencing problcms, thosc who arc enmeshcd 
with their parents and adolescents from divorccd or single parent fami l ies .  
Equally vulncrable arc those Greek adolescents who are involved i n  the con­
sumption of drugs and those who are deprcsscd or who have suffcrcd a serious 
Joss. 

Number of Adolescent Suicides in the Greek Community and the Issue of 

U n der-reporting 

Ail the rcspondents fclt that there was a smallcr proportion of adolescent sui­
cide cases in the Greek Community in comparison with the number of similar 
kinds of cases in  the host socicty. They wcre divided, howcver, in their analysis 
of this occurrence. Sorne fclt it was because Grcck families as ail traditional 
fami l ies, arc more supportive and consequently hclp to prcvent self-destructive 
bchaviour. Othcrs attributed this to religious bcliefs, while others fclt that there 
was a smaller number of cases repor1cd becausc of the social stigma attached to 
the suicide. This writer bclieves that the smaller number of suicide cases in the 
Grcck Community is a result of a combination of these factors. As reported in 

1 00 



the literature, Greek families are close-knit and enjoy a spccial bond that unîtes 
their mcmbers. It is feasiblc then that depression or serious losscs and/or suicidai 
gestures would be handled within a supportivc structure that would hclp to case 
the suffering. Conscquently such families would be more effective i n  preventing 
suicide. 

Writers discussed at length the influence of religion on suicide. lt is bclicvcd 
that suicide rates are lower in countrics where the predominant religious currants 
condemn self-destructive bchaviour. As the Greek Orthodox Church passes 
harsh judgment on those who commit suicide and as it was reported in the litcra­
ture that adolescents of Greck origin hold the same beliefs and practiccs as their 
parents, then it is highly probable that the teachings of the Greek Orthodox 
Church arc part l y  responsib lc  for the l ower  su i cide  rate i n  the Grcek 
Community. 

The abovc would not cxcludc under-reporting. Greek farnilies arc vcry con­
scious of the opinions of their friends and relatives. If under-reporting is a con­
scquence of the social stigma attachcd to suicide, it is vcry likely as stated by 
some of our i nfonnants that Greek families would tend to undcr-rcport. 

Family Reactions, Social Stigma, the I nfluence of Religion and the 
Community on Suicide and Suicidai Gestures 

Farnilies of Grcck origin, as depicted by the respondcnts, rcacted in anger, 
tried to deny the suicide. avoided treatrnent and did not discuss the suicidai 
behaviour of their children. Many of the rcactions were related to how others 
would judgc them. lt appears that Greek fami lies are very sensitive to "what will 
the neighbours think." The respondents attributed the above to the social stigma 
attached to suicide which they believe is stronger in the Greek community. This 
writcr believes this is true because of external factors as well as those that are 
intrinsically associatcd with the role of the Grcek family and its rnembers. 

The external factors that would affect attitudes towards suicide in the Greek 
community would include the ideology of the Greek Orthodox church and the 
intemalization ofthose values by the Greek Community. 

lt is truc that most of the respondents did not bclicvc that religion i nfluenced 
the behaviour of families of Greek origin. However, when one considers that at 
Jcast 44.8% of mernbcrs of the Greek Comrnunity attend church at Jcast twice a 
month, it is difficult to believe that the religious ideology of the Grcck orthodox 
church does not influence the reactions of Greek families.  One can safely 
assume that at lcast some mernbers of the Greek Cornrnunity believe in the 
tcachings of the church. For those families suicide is a sin and an act against 
God. They would feel shame if their children exhibited suicida! bchaviour and 
would attempt to dcny or at Jeast not to discuss it with friends, neighbours and 
pro fessiona 1 s. 
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Undoubtedly there are a number of Greek non-believers who do not consider 
suicide a sin. However, a substantial part of their social network adheres to the 
teachings of the Greek Orthodox Church and will judge them accordingly. For 
this rcason even the non believers would try to hide the suicidai behaviour of 
their children. 

Moreover even secular societies stigmatize the parents of suicidai adolescents. 
The secular part of the Greek Community is no exception. Conscquently parents 
of suicidai adolescents in families of Greek origin wil l  be subject to stigmatiza­
tion. For ail of the above reasons, Greek families would deny the existence of 
suicidai behaviours oftheir children and would avoid treatmcnt. 

ln addition to the above, families of Greek origin would be especially sensi­
tive to the social stigma of the suicide because of the importance of the family 
in Greek society, and the expectations and obligations associated with the 
parental role. 

As statcd in the l iterature, the Greek family is the pinnacle of Greek society 
and Greek parents are expected to provide for thcir children. Problems should 
be solved within the family structure. Further suicidai behaviours tarnish the 
reputation of the family and cast doubts on the capacity of the parents to care 
for their children. Understandably, Greek parents would react negatively to the 
suicidai behaviour of their children, and would deny or avoid discussing them 
with others. 

· 

Therapy 

lt is not surprising that all the respondents believed that Greek families are 
more resistant to treatment than are other families. This corresponds with the 
findings in the literature. As stated earlier, Greek families, like ail traditional 
fami l ies, do not seek help from professionals and they try to solve their 
problems within the family structure. When faced with the inevitable, however, 
such as a suicide attempt, then the whole family will attend treatment sessions. 
One wonders however if they are truly motivated to change their behaviour or 
whcther they attend therapy sessions in order to control the amount and type of 
information given to the professional. Considering what was discusscd in the 
literature about the social stigma attached to suicide and how the respondents 
described the Greek families, one could readily believe that this could happen. 

Services to the Greek Community 
According to the literature, there are few services in the health and social ser­

vice field which target the Greek community. A l i  the respondents suggested that 
i n  an area as sensitive and as complicated as suicide, the specificity of clients of 
Greek origin should be taken into account. 
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One of the questions to be asked, however, i s  how pennanent arc thosc cultu­
ral differences. Are the changes to be implemented for a population that is itself 
changing and will soon be very similar to the host society? This writer believes 
that the proccss of acculturation is slow and ethnie values pcrsist for many gen­
erations. Acculturation is also a fonction of the opcnness of ethnie groups to the 
culture of the host society. If one considers the cultural and l inguistic isolation 
of the Greck community in Montreal as reported in the l i terature, and the fact 
that this "ghcttoisation" i s  transmittcd to the children who also, to a large 
degree, only socialize with othcr children of Grcek origin, one can dcduce that 
this is not a group that will change values easily, or rcadily. One can believe, 
thcrefore, that rccommendations that targe! the Greck community which take 
into account their cultural specifïcity wil l  still be val id for the future generations 
of families ofGrcck origin. 

Divergent opinions exist about the hi ring of more practitioners of Greek ori­
gin .  Sorne prefcr to educate the existing health practitioners, while others 
believe that the various institutions should reflect the cultural profile  of their 
clientele within ail levels of thcir structures. This writer believes that both 
points of vicw are valid and important for service delivery. It is true that an 
institution cannot always reflect the profile of its cl ientele, and that some health 
practitioners do not wish to work only with clients of one particular ethnie 
group . . Educating ail practitioncrs thercfore about the cultural characteristics of 
one group could be vcry beneficial. 

However, many cl ients feel  comfortable only if they are interacting with 
someone who they perceive as culturally like thcm. Greek families of suicidai 
adolescents, as was already mentioned, are resistant, suffer a social stigma and 
arc particularly sensitive about their social image. 1 f thcy feel more comfortable 
with a professional that they believc is at lcast culturally like thcm, then thcy 
should be entitled to such services. I f, on the other hand, becausc of issues of 
confidentiality, they do not wish to be treated by a practitioner of their own 
ethnie group, those wishes should also be respected. 

1 1 1 .  Conclusion 
lt appears, then, that culture does influence the behaviour of clients of Greek 

origin, cven when they arc faced with something as seriDus as suicide. Greek 
c l ients have different values from those of the host society. As suicide i n  
adolescents i s  a major problem within the Quebcc society, it i s  important to 
understand the cultural dynamics of Greek families so as to deliver improved 
services. 

Hcalth practitioners have always been open to new and more complcte me­
thods of trcatment. This paper adds perhaps one more dimension to a compli­
cated problem that is faced by Quebec society. The clients of Greck origin also 
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face a challenge. They have adapted well to the host country but need to learn 
more about psychological problems and therapeutic i nterventions, i f their families 
are to receive the help they need i n  dealing with crisis situations such as mental 
i l lness and suicide. 
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Appendix 1 :  Questionnaire 

1 .  What is your profession and where do you work? 
2 .  What percentage of your cases are Greek or of Greek origin? 
3. Have you dealt with suicida] adolescents? 
4 .Were some ofyour suicidai clients ofGreek origin? 
5 . Do you think there are more or lcss suicidai adolescents of Greek origin and 
why do you think this is  so? 
6.How did your clients define the problem? 
7. What was the reaction of the parents and other members of the family? 
8.Do the family members continue therapy after the acute crisis phase? 
9.Do you think there are enough services to incorporate the needs of suicidai 
c lients of Greek origin and their families. 
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