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Questions To Elicit Client Views on 
Presenting Problems

Some clients do not see their presenting physical, 
psychological, and/or behavioral difficulties as problems. 
Instead, they may view their presenting difficulties as the 
result of stress or another issue, thus defining or labeling the 
presenting problem as something other than a physical or 
mental disorder. In such cases, word the following questions 
using the clients’ terminology rather than using the word 
“problem.”  These questions help explore how clients view 
their behavioral health concerns:

•	 I know that clients and counselors sometimes have 
different ideas about illness and diseases, so can you 
tell me more about your idea of your problem?

•	 Do you consider your use of alcohol and/or drugs 
a problem?

•	 How do you label your problem? Do you think it 
is a serious problem?

•	 What do you think caused your problem?

•	 Why do you think it started when it did?

•	 What is going on in your body as a result of 
this problem?

•	 How has this problem affected your life?

•	 What frightens or concerns you most about this 
problem and its treatment?

•	 How is your problem viewed in your family? 
Is it acceptable? 

•	 How is your problem viewed in your community? 
Is it acceptable? Is it considered a disease?

•	 Do you know others who have had this problem? 
How did they treat the problem?

•	 How does your problem affect your stature in 
the community?

•	 What kinds of treatment do you think will help or 
heal you?
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•	 How have you treated your drug and/or alcohol problem 
or emotional distress?

•	 What has been your experience with treatment programs?

Sources: 
Lynch, E. W., & Hanson, M. J. (2011). Steps in the right direction: 
Implications for service providers. In E. W. Lynch & M. J. Hanson (Eds.), 
Developing cross-cultural competence: A guide for working with children and their families
(4th ed., pp. 472–489). Baltimore: Brookes.

Tang, W. W. H., & Bigby, J. (1996). Cultural perspectives on substance abuse. In L. 
Friedman, N. Fleming, D. Roberts, & S. E. Hyman (Eds.), Source book of substance 
abuse and addiction (pp. 41–56). Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins.

Taylor, T. (2002). Effective cross-cultural communication in drug abuse intervention 
among ethnic minority populations. In G. X. Ma & G. Henderson (Eds.), Ethnicity 
and substance abuse: Prevention and intervention (pp. 19–37). Springfield, IL: Charles 
C. Thomas. 
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Multicultural Intake Checklist 

Ask questions on the following topics to explore a client’s 
views of his or her behavioral health concerns:

� Immigration history

� Relocations (current migration patterns)

� Losses associated with immigration and 
relocation history

� English-language fluency

� Bilingual or multilingual fluency

� Individualistic/collectivistic orientation

� Racial, ethnic, and cultural identities 

� Tribal affiliation, if appropriate

� Geographic location

� Family and extended family concerns (including 
nonblood kinships)

� Acculturation level (e.g., traditional, bicultural)

� Acculturation stress

� History of discrimination/racism

� Trauma history

� Historical trauma

� Intergenerational family history and concerns

� Gender roles and expectations 

� Birth order roles and expectations

� Relationship and dating concerns

� Sexual and gender orientation

� Health concerns

� Traditional healing practices
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� Help-seeking patterns

� Beliefs about wellness 

� Beliefs about mental illness and treatment for 
mental illness

� Beliefs about substance use, misuse, and dependence

� Beliefs about substance use treatment

� Family views on substance use and substance 
use treatment

� Treatment concerns related to cultural differences

� Cultural approaches to healing or treatment of substance 
use and mental disorders

� Education history and concerns

� Work history and concerns

� Socioeconomic status and financial concerns

� Cultural group affiliation 

� Current network of support

� Community concerns

� Review of confidentiality parameters and concerns

� Cultural concepts of distress (Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition, American 
Psychiatric Association, 2013; DSM-5)

� DSM-5 culturally related V-codes 

Sources: 
Comas-Díaz, L. (2012). Multicultural care: A clinician’s guide to cultural competence. 
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Constantine, M. G., & Sue, D. W. (2005). Strategies for building multicultural 
competence in mental health and educational settings. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Sussman, L. K. (2004). The role of culture in definitions, interpretations, and 
management of illness. In U. P. Gielen, J. M. Fish, & J. G. Draguns (Eds.), 
Handbook of culture, therapy, and healing (pp. 37–65). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
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