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Lauren Soriente’s grandfather told her that he expected her to pay for her younger sister’s 
college tuition. When he was growing up in the Philippines, the oldest sibling paid for their 
younger siblings’ tuitions, he said. 
 
Soriente’s mother, meanwhile, has been unclear about what financial support her parents 
expect from her — and unwilling to have a serious conversation about it. Years ago, the 27-
year-old felt pushed by her family into pursuing accounting. It’s a field that offers financial 
stability, but it’s not something the Northern Virginia resident is passionate about. 
 
“I guess looking back now, I realize, did they make me do this so I would be their retirement 
fund?” she said. 
 
The possibility that she might have to financially provide for her family adds to the existing 
stressors she faces, with student loans, wage stagnation and inflation. 
 
Soriente’s experience is common among Filipino Americans, who place a high value on 
looking after their families. The indebtedness Soriente feels and the expectations her family 
has are rooted in the cultural value of utang na loob, which translates to “debt of 
gratitude.” It refers to reciprocity and doing what’s good for the collective. In a listening 
session with 16 Filipino Americans from across the U.S., the majority of participants shared 
similar experiences about the pressure of putting family first as a common source of 
tension. 
Christine Catipon, a senior staff psychologist at the UC Irvine Counseling Center, sees the 
effect of utang na loob in almost all her Filipino students. They often feel pressured not only 
to pay their parents back for all they’ve done but also to support them for the rest of their 
lives. For Soriente, she attributes the indebtedness she feels for her family to a strong sense 
of duty and close connection to family members. Another part of it is the expectations they 
have of her, in part because they’ve fulfilled her basic needs. 
 
What’s known about the nuances of Filipino American mental health is limited by a dearth 
of resources and researchers dedicated to studying it. One 1995 study found that 27% of 
Filipino American respondents had a major depressive episode or clinical depression of 
varying severity, more than three times that of the general U.S. population. Another study, 
published in 2017, found that Filipino American youth were at higher risk of depressive 
symptoms during adolescence and young adulthood compared with their Chinese American 
peers. 
 



Dr. Joyce Javier, a pediatrician and researcher at Children’s Hospital Los Angeles and an 
associate professor of clinical pediatrics at the Keck School of Medicine of USC, has 
conducted research on suicidal ideation in Filipina American teens. She said the group has 
been shown to have higher rates of suicidal ideation compared to other ethnicities. 
 
Despite the fact that much is unknown, Catipon said a good place to start is understanding 
the role cultural values play when it comes to mental health. 
Kevin Nadal, a professor of psychology at the City University of New York and author of 
“Filipino American Psychology,” cited four main cultural values that may affect Filipino 
Americans’ mental health. In addition to utang na loob, there are: 

• kapwa, a sense of connectedness with one another. 
• pakikisama, the idea of social conformity, the need to be accepted and for there to 

be peace and harmony among others. 
• hiya, shame, which is “governed by the notion that the goal of the individual is to 

represent oneself or one’s family in the most honorable way,” Nadal writes in 
“Filipino American Psychology.” 

•  
“It’s so important to acknowledge that these values are generally good and positive values, 
and that they are the reasons why we have a strong sense of community, why Filipinos 
generally are a collective,” Nadal said. “They put others before themselves, are kind, 
hardworking and all these other things. 
“And at the same time, these values might contribute to the nuanced reasons why some 
Filipino Americans may have difficulty navigating mental health issues.” 
 
Catipon said that these values, which are familiar in the Philippines, might not be as obvious 
in Filipino Americans who were raised in the U.S., but they are often internalized. 
 
Kapwa could prevent someone from seeking therapy, Nadal said, particularly if it involves 
going to a hospital or an area where a family member works. It’s a value that’s related 
to hiya. There is still a stigma attached to admitting you are having mental health issues, 
and this can lead people to avoid seeking therapy for fear of bringing shame to the family, 
community and themselves. 
 
“It’s also the shame that people might feel that leads to things like depression,” Nadal said. 
“So if you feel shame that you didn’t graduate from college, or if you feel shame that you 
didn’t get married before you had a kid or you haven’t gotten married and you’re 40 years 
old, there might be lots of mental health issues that are attached to that. 
 
“But maybe people aren’t connecting to those things or talking about those things because 
they just don’t want to admit that — because talking about shame is hard and painful.” 
 
If a family situation benefits the collective but causes an individual pain or suffering, that 
person might choose not to say anything because it might be received negatively by the 
entire group, Nadal said. This is related to the value of social harmony, orpakikisama. 
 



He added that a person who does talk about it could be punished and be questioned about 
why they are causing trouble. 
 
“This is why some Filipinos might internalize a lot of problems — because they don’t want to 
cause problems for others and their families or in their communities,” Nadal said. 
 
The value of utang na loob, feeling indebted to others, can also contribute to suicidal 
ideation, Catipon said. 
 
“There’s this inherent, ‘I did this for you, you owe me’ kind of feeling,” she said. “And if 
that’s your purpose, if you can’t pay them back, then what value does your life have?” 
 
Javier said it’s difficult to pinpoint specific causes for high rates of suicidal ideation among 
Filipino Americans, but she cited three risk factors associated with it: depression, academic 
strain and family conflict. 
 
“That’s a really important one, because family conflict can be a risk factor. But on the flip 
side, family closeness is a protective factor,” she said. “So there’s a lot of things that we 
can do to really help address suicide.” 
 
Michelle Binoya, 33, a resident of Palmdale, was 15 when she first recognized she had 
depression. She also deals with suicidal ideation daily. She has often had to put the needs of 
her family before her own, including caring for her dad, who has schizophrenia. That came 
at a large cost to her and her family: Her mom wasn’t able to finish school and didn’t learn 
how to drive. Meanwhile, Binoya has repeatedly delayed graduating from college and 
doesn’t see herself getting married or having kids because she has prioritized attending to 
her father. 
 
“I’ve always known that part of my issue with my mental health is my family,” she said. 
“And I don’t know how to love my family and maintain my wellness. And that’s the hard 
truth.” 
 
She said her therapist has told her she should move out of the home she shares with her 
parents. Yet even with all the challenges that come with a parent who has episodes that can 
become violent, she’s determined to make her living situation work. 
 
“At the end of the day, that core value [of family] is super important to me. I don’t know 
how it stuck with me, but it did. And I’m happy. There is a part of me that’s super happy 
and proud that I stuck it through.” 
 
Catipon said many of her Filipino American clients withhold their mental health concerns 
from their parents because being “crazy” might make their parents feel like they’ve done a 
bad job of raising them. 
 



Many participants in the focus group said they were taught to keep their emotions to 
themselves and not show others when they were struggling. Some also had their feelings 
dismissed growing up or didn’t talk about feelings. 
 
That may prevent people from talking about suicidal ideation, Nadal said. Suicide is often so 
taboo that people won’t even label it as such, he said.  
 
“Suicide among Filipino families — especially in the Philippines — tends to be covered up or 
hidden due to the stigma,” he said. “In fact, the Philippines generally reports a lower 
incidence than other Western countries, probably due mostly to the stigma leading to 
underreporting.”  

 
Another part of the stigma of suicide stems from a misconception that Catholicism — which 
teaches that believers “should not despair of the eternal salvation of persons who have 
taken their own lives” — considers death by suicide a sin that without exception bars entry 
into Heaven. This can also contribute to people’s fear of discussing it. 


