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 Culture is a crucial component in both how the 

clinician delivers medical care and how the 

patient responds to medical interventions.  

 

 Delivering culturally appropriate medical care 

requires becoming familiar with the many 

aspects of culture that influence patients’ 

health values, beliefs, behaviors and 

expectations for treatment  

INTRODUCTION 

CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS IN 

 HEALTH CARE 
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Defining Mental Illness: 

Collectivist versus Individualist Approaches 

       

 Defining mental illness is a difficult task.  

 

    It seems the diagnosis reflects more about the 

observer than the person being observed. Defining 

mental illness is exacerbated by diverse cultural and 

biological factors inherent in human experience. No 

clinician is without bias and within each person 

there exists a unique set of perceptions, experiences, 

pre-dispositions, and objectives.  
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Investigate the African Cultural role in the 

definition and treatment of mental illness. 

   There are several paradigms that exist to explain 

health issues by Indigenous Africans, that: 

 Include the belief in spiritual entities/ Badimo that 

influence and cause both physical illness and 

abnormal behavior.  

 While rejected by  modern approaches, these 

alternate paradigms carry their own validity and 

cogence when viewed in their proper cultural 

context.  

Eg. Ukuthwasa, amafufunyane , izizwe, etc 
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MY THOUGHTS !!!!    

 

Why, in societies where Democracy, 

freedom of expression, material 

wellbeing, and progressive thinking, 

There are so many people suffering 

from psychopathologies?  

Ukufa kwengqondo? 

 



Impact of Culture on Health Behaviors 

 The dimension of culture lends insight on the 

 complex behaviors that may influence those 

outcomes.  

 Culture provides the system of information 

that dictates beliefs and patterns of behavior 

within any given environment.  

 Some fundamental differences that influence 

health values, communication and interaction 

styles between Western and Non-Western 

cultures  8 



Prof Gqaleni 
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Prof Gqaleni 
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CLINICAL ASSESSMENT 

PROCESSES 

 Obtaining an accurate diagnosis not only relies 

on having a clear understanding of the 

patient’s medical history and symptoms 

 but also of the cultural meaning and values 

being expressed about his or her experience 

with illness.  

 The accuracy and quality of the diagnosis can 

be greatly enhanced through a patient-cultural 

assessment process  
11 



TREATMENT PLANNING AND 

ADHERENCE 

 A key goal of patient-centered care is 

to develop treatment plans that are 

not only clinically effective but,  

 

 Also compatible with the patient’s 

TRADITIONS and cultural values, 

preferences and needs  
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Considerations in Treatment 

Planning 

 Working with patients from other cultures 

requires becoming familiar with their 

health practices and health-seeking 

behaviors, and 

 

  Learning to distinguish when choices 

made about treatment plans and 

adherence are based on cultural, social, 

environmental or other forces.  14 
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Focus of Treatment: 
 Treatment may include herbs with medicinal 

value, food combinations, dietary restrictions, 

enemas, massage, poultices, emetic, cleansing, 

rituals and ceremonies and cupping etc.  

 Primary treatment involves a cleansing ritual 

to remove object of intrusion (lifting spell, 

reversing technique) story telling and 

communication with Ancestors. 

 Secondary treatment is to address physical 

symptoms and implement treatment through 

use of Traditional Health Care or THPs. 16 



LACK OF COMMUNICATION 

IN THE HEALTH SYSTEM 
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Low Utilization of Western Psychologists Servises 

 

The common reasons for …low rates of 

service utilization among African peoples, are the 

services' lack of cultural sensitivity and deficit-

based approach. 

 

…One way to incorporate African Traditional 

Practices strength and culture into western 

approuch efforts is to collaborate with African 

Traditional Health Practitioners. 



RECOMMENDATION 

  Framework for Holistic Health and Well-Being: 

 The framework that will incorporates three 

interrelated concepts:  

1. the life cycle,  

2. holistic health and  

3. continuum of care.  

 

 Holistic health that will incorporates the physical, 

mental, emotional and spiritual needs of the 

individual, family and community. 
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Community Health 

 
 Healing and wellness that will be guided 

by beliefs, values, customs, languages and 

traditions that complement current and 

future health systems.  

 These values and beliefs must be 

respected and accepted in the design, 

development and delivery of health 

promotion, prevention and treatment 

programs and services for S.A. people. 22 



CLINICAL ASSESSMENT PROCESSES 

Eliciting Patient’s Views on Illness 

 What do you call your problem? i.e Izizwe? 

 What name does it have – clan/ tribe? 

 What do you think caused your problem? 

 Why do you think it started when it did? 

 What is your sickness doing to you? 

 How does it work? 

 What problems has it caused you? 

 Will it last a short or long time? 

 What kind of treatment do you think you should get? 

 What results do you hope to get from the treatment? 

Source: Klienman, et al, 1978. 

 



 

At the Policymaking Level 

 
      Advocate for Programs that are culturally competent:  

 

 Appoint Hospital and Clinic board members that represent the 

multicultural community so that voices from all groups of people 

within the community participate in decisions; 

 Actively recruit multi-ethnic and multiracial staff; 

 Provide ongoing cross-cultural training and support developing 

cultural competence and uBuntu/ Botho; 

 Develop, mandate, and promote standards for culturally competent 

services; 

 Nurture and support new community-based multicultural programs 

and engage in or support research on cultural competence; 

 Support the inclusion of cultural competence of THPs 
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At the Service Level 

     The need for Health Practitioners who are culturally competent, 

that:  

 

 learn as much as they can about an individual's or 

family's culture, while recognizing the influence of 

their own background on their responses to cultural 

differences; 

 work within each person's family structure, which 

may include grandparents, other relatives, and 

friends; 

 recognize, accept, and, when appropriate, 

incorporate the role of  THPs 
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Cultural biases 
 can be particularly difficult to identify when the 

health practitioner and client are of a similar 

   cultural background.  

          “When we think  WE know a culture” 

   we often think we know what is right for the client, 

and thus may impose our own values on the client 

by assuming our values are their values. 

 Recognizing differences presents an opportunity 

   not only to know the other, but also to help gain a 

   greater sense of self. Nurse 
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Working with interpreters 

Strategies for working effectively with interpreters 

 Seek the client’s consent to use an interpreter or 

   any other arrangement for communication. 

 Before working with an interpreter, attempt to 

   identify factors that may influence the accuracy 

   of the translation,  

 such as:  

   differences in dialect, religion, in some degree 

political affiliation, gender, age and social status. 
27 



Conclusion 

African Traditional Practices are experiencing a 

resurgence in South African communities as they 

provide strength, resilience, and comfort during 

difficult times and life transitions.  

It is gratifying that some Psychologist’s like Tabane  

are beginning to acknowledge these traditions.  

 

As African says “ Induku enhle ithungelwa ebandla " 

(many hands craft a beautiful stick). Referral. 
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