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projections showed that given that no major changes in 
risk factors or treatment accessibility are introduced to 
the island in the period between 1984 and 2,000, the 
prevalence of mental disorders will increase. The 
prevalence of affective and anxiety disorders, in particular, 
will have a relative increase of 5% in great part due to the 
expected increase in the population of women. The 
simultaneous increase in the prevalence of psychiatric 
disorders and the increase in the population will have the 
combined effect of increasing the number of psychiatric 
cases by 25%. 

Correlates of Disorder and Cr oss-Cultural 
Comparisons 

As with the ECA studies, in Puerto Rico, the lifetime 
prevalence of mental disorders decreased with education 
(I!). Alcohol abuse and dependence, antisocial 
personality and drug use/abuse were more frequent among 
males, while anxiety and depressive disorders were more 
frequent among females. Depressive disorders in Puerto 
Rico were found to be more than twice as prevalent in 
women than men (I 0. 7% vs. 4.9%) and the prevalence of 
dysthymia was almost four times greater for women than 
men (II). Even after demographic, health and marital 
and employment status variables were controlled in 
multiple regression analyses, women continued to be at 
higher risk of depressive symptomatology as compared 
to men. Consistent with other studies, separated, widowed 
or divorced individuals, as well as those with poor physical 
or mental health, unemployed males and those residing in 
urban areas had higher number of depressive symptoms 
than their counterparts. This difference between males 
and females in the prevalence of depressive disorders was 
found to be more marked in Puerto Rico as compared to 
the US ECA were the differences in gender were not as 
dramatic. The higher sex ratio in Puerto Rico is consistent 
with a sex role model which postulates that Puerto Rican 
males and females have different vulnerability to 
depressive disorders because of the more patriarchal social 
context in which they are socialized. 

A comparison of the epidemiology of alcohol abuse/ 
dependence in DIS-based population surveys carried out 
in 10 different regions of the world, showed considerable 
variation in the prevalence of the disorder across sites (27). 
However, there was considerable similarity in the symptom 
expressions and course of alcoholism. The mean number 
of positive alcohol symptoms, the duration of the disorder 
and symptomatic as well as comorbidity patterns were 
similar across regions of the world. However, sex and 

age of onset differences were observed. For most of the 
sites, the mean age of onset of first symptom was in the 
early to mid 20's. A later mean age of onset (late 20's and 
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early 30's) was found in four sites, Puerto Rico, Korea, 
Shanghai and Munich. The later age of onset in Puerto 
Rico was interpreted as due to the great tolerance of the 
society for intoxication and alcoholic behavior among men. 
It was hypothesized that symptomatic alcohol behavior 
may not be endorsed until it is more severely expressed 
(28). 

Although in all the cultures studied, excessive drinking 
and alcoholism were predominantly male activities, the 
male/female ratio varied considerably across cultures. The 
sex ratios were particularly high in the Asian and Hispanic 
cultures ( where alcoholism was considerably more 
common in men) as compared to Western and Anglo 
Saxon cultures. In the five US communities, Munich, 
Edmonton, Christchurch and among the American Indians, 
alcoholism was 4 to 6 times greater in men than women. 
In Seoul, Puerto Rico and among the US Mexican 
American populations, alcoholism was between 12 to 25 
times greater in men. The differences in sex ratio across 
cultures provided evidence in favor of the importance of 
culture and attitudes towards drinking in determining the 
prevalence rates. In the more traditional cultures with 
marked sex role stereotypes (as in Puerto Rico) the 
prevalence of excessive drinking and alcoholism among 
women was considerably lower as compared to those 
societies with less traditional cultures. Of interest, 
nevertheless was the fact that among the young age group 
of Puerto Ricans (17-25) the sex ratio in the prevalence of 
alcoholism was considerably diminished to what is 
observed in the US, suggesting that with new and future 
generations the prevalence of alcoholism in women would 
be increasingly higher than at present (29). 

In all countries, including Puerto Rico, alcoholism was 
found to co-occur strongly with depressive disorders, drug 
use/abuse/dependence and antisocial personality disorders. 
Similarly, in all countries, the duration of alcoholism 
among those in remission for a year was from 8 to 10 
years ( 10 in Puerto Rico). 

The 1987 Disaster Study 
A year later after the 1984 island wide survey of mental 

disorders in the adult population of Puerto Rico, torrential 
rains throughout the island caused extensive and disastrous 
mudslides that left 180 people dead and disrupted the lives 
of thousands of others. Around 4,000 persons had to be 
lodged in public shelters for up to several months, and 
approximately 19,000 suffered considerable material 
losses. Aimed to document the psychological sequelae of 
the disaster, 912 adults (I 7-18) were interviewed with the 
Spanish version of the DIS (30,31). A total of375 persons 
interviewed both in 1984 and 1987 made up the 
prospective study's panel sample. The latter sample 
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depression disorder. The second is that "ataques de 
nervios" are a culturally meaningful way that Puerto 
Ricans, with a history of aoxiety and depression describe 
their conditions. Thus "ataque de nervios" could be a 
cultural idiom used by low-income Puerto Rican women 
and men to describe episodes of aoxiety and depression. 
At this point it is not possible with the data available to 
determine which of the two hypotheses is more applicable. 
However, further longitudinal study of this cohort of 
people is being presently carried out by Dr. Guarnaccia 
and it is hoped that the new data will be able to clarify the 
role of "ataques de nervios" in the Puerto Rican culture 
and whether we can consider it a true culturally defined 
syndrome or merely a cultural idiom to describe common 
psychiatric conditions 

Conclusions 

The two main epidemiological surveys of the adult 
population of Puerto Rico demonstrated that our 
population is not at greater risk for most psychiatric 
disorders or symptoms as previously thought. However, 
somatization disorder and symptoms are more prevalent 
in the island and drug use/abuse/dependence is 
significantly less prevalent as compared to US 
communities. Most correlates of disorders are similar in 
Puerto Rico as compared to other sites in the US or other 
regions of the world. However, the sex ratios of most 
gender specific disorders are higher in Puerto Rico as 
compared to Jess traditional societies such as the US or 
Canada. In addition, the role of social support from family 
and friends in buffering stress and possibly lowering the 
risk for drug use seems to be an important component of 
the Puerto Rican society. A high percentage ·of our 
population report having experienced an "ataque de 
nervios" and most of these people meet criteria for either 
a depressive or anxiety disorder. It is not clear whether 
the "ataque" might be a prodromal phase of depressive or 
anxiety episodes, or whether this is a cultural idiom to 
describe the episodes of these conditions. We expect in 
the future to carry out longitudinal studies that would 
provide incidence data and risk factors for the psychiatric 
conditions studied cross-sectionally in the past. 

Resumen 

El manuscrito presenta una revision detallada de los 
estudios de epidemiologia psiquiatrica llevados a cabo 
en Puerto Rico en la ultima decada. Los resultados de 
estos estudios demuestran que contrario a lo encontrado 
en la investigaci6n previa en esta area, la prevalencia y 
correlates de trastomos psiquiatricos en Puerto Rico no 
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es significativamente diferente a la observada en otras 
comunidades, en particular en comunidades de Estados 
Unidos. Excepciones a esto fueron el trastorno de 
somatizaciOn y sus sintomas que se encontraron ser mas 
frecuentes en Puerto Rico, y el abuse y dependencia a 
drogas que se encontr6 era mucho menos comlin en la isla 

comparado con comunidades estadounidenses. La 
prevalencia de sindromes culturales como "ataques de 
nervios" y sus correlatos tambien se discute en el 
manuscrito. Se ofrece interpretaci6n de Jos resultados 
presentados y se discuten las imp!icaciones para 
investigaciones futuras. 
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