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What influences people to

think,
feel
and
behave
the way they do and what factors
lead to mental health problems?

These are questions that Dr. Saunia Ahmad
spent her younger years contemplating.
Dr. Saunia’s curiosity deepened
as a university student when
she realized that the
information perpetuated from
and within mental health
research and literature, that
which is ultimately used to
influence treatment modalities,
was based on samples
predominantly pertaining to
Caucasian individuals belonging
to the middle class.

As a second-generation
South Asian, Dr. Saunia, was
motivated to focus "on
developing more culturally
informed models of
psychological treatment for
the South Asian community."
She is a Clinical Health
Psychologist, as well as an
author, consultant, presenter,
advocate and teacher on issues
involving mental health and
wellness. Her journey began
when pursuing her Masters and
PhD in Clinical Psychology

at York University and
continues in her current role at
the Toronto Psychology Clinic
(TorontoPsychology.com), a
clinic Dr. Saunia founded to
provide mental health services
to groups underrepresented in
mental health research and
treatment. The clinic focuses
on a diverse community that
includes serving the BIPOC
community (Black, Indigenous,
People of Colour) , LGBTQ+, and
people with certain mental and
physical disabilities. Dr. Saunia
and her team at the Toronto
Psychology Clinic provide
services from an anti-racist,
anti-oppressive and cultural
humility lens in order to
effectively help clients dealing
with mental health problems
from a variety of cultural
backgrounds.
"There is diversity not only in
terms of the types of clients
that we see but also in the way
that we think and approach
treatment. Culture is in all of
us…so we all have to think
about and understand our own
cultural values. This is critical

because mental health service
providers have to adapt and
modify the majority of our
evidence-based treatment
models to suit the precise
needs of the client."
Dr. Saunia was born in Alberta
and raised in Ontario. She also
lived in the Middle East, US, UK,
India, and is personally familiar
with the various identity
conflicts and struggles one
experiences living in different
parts of the world. She
continued to grow her
understanding of different
cultures by traveling
extensively and considers
herself a ‘cultural junkie.’
Her adaptability, coupled with
the range of services provided
at the clinic are some of the
main strengths of the practice.

As clinicians, we integrate across various evidence-based
models, and when people look at our website, they also see
that all of us are trained in more than one method of psychotherapy.
Some of the approaches we work from include:
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
Emotion Focused Therapy
Dialectical Behavioral Therapy
Attachment Focused Therapy
Psychodynamic Therapy
Social Constructivist and Family Systems
The clinic provides therapy for people ages 12 and up and in addition to individual therapy, many therapists have
expertise in couple and family therapy.
Dr. Saunia adds that because their aim is to customize the therapy to the individual client, and not the other
way around, they will often integrate and mix different approaches together to provide increased benefit to the
client.
In order to determine the best course of action to take with a client, Dr. Saunia and her colleagues perform
assessments that focus on the biological, psychological, and social aspects of an individual’s life. In short, they
refer to this as the bio-psycho-social approach to an assessment.
"When someone comes in for a problem such as academic procrastination or depression and before we can
recommend the most effective treatment we do an assessment that goes beyond just looking at the problem
they are coming in for help with but includes various areas of their life such as understanding their family and
childhood history, social supports, traumatic incidents, major life change changes, health conditions, cognitive
and emotional processing style to name a few," explains Dr. Saunia.
Besides guiding the clinician and assisting them in determining the reasons why a client may have become
susceptible to a particular condition, Dr. Saunia adds that the gathering of detailed information is essential as it
allows the treating professional to obtain a more accurate and complete picture of the client and their
individual worldview.
Along with past experiences, Dr. Saunia stresses that an individual’s current lifestyle, including their social
circumstances, plays an important role in determining their current mental state.
Due to the debilitating effects of COVID-19 and the overall pandemic, Dr. Saunia affirms that the overall rates
of depression, suicide, substance abuse, and many other mental health issues have increased significantly,
leading to an increased demand for mental health services.
She adds that the sudden and unexpected demands have placed a strong strain on clinics and professionals to
the point where, at least initially, they were unable to keep up.

"If there is one thing that we can
say for certain, it is that COVID has
led to uncertainty. At the beginning
of the pandemic especially, people
felt like the whole world was falling
apart. COVID is a collective trauma.
We also lost a lot of our typical
ways of coping. We couldn’t go out;
we couldn’t socialize with friends
and family and things that we took
for granted were all of a sudden
taken away," explains Dr. Saunia.

Reflecting on how COVID-19 and the pandemic
impacted individuals of South Asian descent, Dr.
Saunia mentions that the community as a whole
was overrepresented in the hospitals located in the
Greater Toronto Area.
Contributing to the increase in rates of COVID and
hospitalizations among South Asians can be due to
a multitude of possible reasons, Dr. Saunia adds
that depression and anxiety rates among the
community may have increased in part due to
losses they endured and the worry and stress
associated with the uncertainty of not knowing the
fate of extended family members here in Canada
and those located in countries abroad such as the
UK, India, China, and others.
"Besides anxiety, racism has also increased, adding
to the challenges of overall mental health and
wellness. In general, levels of irritability have gone
up. Part of it is related to having to stay at home,
but another part of it has to do with the
expectations associated with getting the vaccine
and wearing masks and disagreements within
families on the right approach they can all agree on
and follow."
While COVID has negatively impacted families and
individual humans across the world, Dr. Saunia
points out that those who are a part of marginalized
communities, as well as those who are new
immigrants and refugees, have to contend not only
with the uncertainties and difficulties that naturally
come with settling into a new land but also those
that come along with a global pandemic.
Besides families, immigrants, and refugees, the
anxiety and tension provoked by COVID-19 has also
affected couples who were compelled to recognize
and confront a number of issues.
Explaining the types of things that the clinicians at
the Toronto Psychology Clinic observed in relation
to their client couples being counseled during the
pandemic, Dr. Saunia says, "We found that on the
one hand, couples couldn’t avoid each other when in
disagreement, the way they might have in the past,
Consequently, the tension went up and the need to
resolve it was greater. But many couples were
unable to resolve it and ultimately this has led to a

breakdown in many relationships. For instance,
issues that couples might have been able to
previously ignore because they both had a life away
from one another, they now had to confront it, deal
with it, due to their confinement within the home."
Speaking specifically about how the pandemic
affected South Asian couples, Dr. Saunia noted
added complexities pertaining to separation, or
moving in with in-laws job losses, job changes and
decisions on property purchases.
While the aforementioned points highlight how the
pandemic negatively impacted South Asian couples
and their relationships, it also helped many couples
realize the value of time, the importance of
prioritizing their individual and joint needs, and the
need to commit to working on their issues.
Understandably, due to their inability to provide inperson services, most mental health service
providers, including Dr. Saunia and her team, were
forced to interact with clients in a remote fashion.
Interestingly enough, this forced isolation helped
many couples better their relationship with each
other as they were forced to interact with each
other in the same room and in front of the same web
camera.
Shifting away from the topic of the pandemic while
continuing to speak about therapy and its relation to
South Asian couples, Dr. Saunia mentions the South
Asian Couples Therapy Project, which was a
collaboration between herself, and a well-regarded
York University professor named Dr. David Reid.
"The purpose and objectives of the study were to
take Dr. Reid’s approach to couples’ therapy and
adapt it to the South Asian community. Dr. Reid’s
approach is based on how a person’s thoughts,
feelings and behaviour is shaped by their way of
construing self, other and the world and this is
always culturally based. Because his approach is
based on Family Systems as well as Social
Constructivist Theory, it’s an excellent framework
for gaining an understanding of people through a
cultural lens. We took Dr. Reid’s approach in order to
understand one couple at a time. While providing
therapy and listening deeply to the couples, we had
an ear for understanding cultural themes that were
inherent in their relationships and became better
equipped to help them."

Elaborating on the key insights from the study, Dr.
Saunia found that when they encouraged couples to
communicate with each other about their issues
during the sessions, the way that they
communicated them, along with the stress, tension,
defensiveness, and challenges became immediately
apparent.
Citing an example, Dr. Saunia says that a lot of the
couples in the study indicated that the primary
bone of contention was issues involving in-laws.
The research duo learned how to facilitate an
effective method of communication so that couples
felt like they could collaborate together on how to
deal with in-laws, instead of fighting with each
other.”
Reflecting further on the study and the concept of
therapy as it pertains to South Asian couples in
general, Dr. Saunia says that individuals and couples
are often scared to go to a therapist because they
assume that their culture will be pathologized.
Further, while they acknowledge that they have a
problem, they want a solution that is in line with
their cultural beliefs and values.
Dr. Saunia and Dr. Reid utilized an approach that allowed them to listen intently at a deeper level instead of
immediately jumping in to offer a solution. Their goal was to help the couples understand how to deal with their
in-laws’ issues in a manner that would make them as well as their families happy.
Dr. Saunia adds that “the couple themselves must work as a unit. Gaining a sense of ‘couple identity’ is a major
variable that we need to target in order to improve couples relationships.”
While working with the South Asian Couples Therapy Project, both Dr. Saunia and Dr. Reid found that when
South Asian couples “experience a sense of couple identity with each other, they are less likely to have
conflicts that break them apart and they function much better with their in-laws as well.”
Dr. Saunia remembers many obstacles and hurdles which had to be overcome to recruit participants for the
study. She recalls setting up a stall at an Indian musical festival in hopes of attracting participants. Most
people noticeably avoided their stall. Eventually, she did begin to get participants who were referred to the
study from local community members and organizations. Dr. Saunia believes that they likely agreed to be a part
of the study because they were referred by individuals that they knew, and trusted, and therefore felt safer,
less threatened, in taking part. She adds that due to misguided assumptions that centre around the idea in
many communities that people only “go to a psychologist if they have a serious mental health issue" many
people lose out on opportunities to make improvements relating to fairly common concerns including selfesteem, confidence, procrastination, life transitions and general anxiety. Dr. Saunia confirms that she has
always had a particular interest in issues affecting and relating to the South Asian community but emphasises
that psychology and counselling can add value to everybody’s general well-being.
As a clinician, Dr. Saunia and the Toronto Psychology Clinic continue to work towards changing misguided
perception through research, advocacy, supervision, practice, and education. “The importance of ‘Mental Health
During COVID And Beyond’ can never be taken for granted,” explains Dr. Saunia.

