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Culture change & health 
 Changes in health that follow culture contact occur in 4 

major categories: 

1. Epidemiology 

2. Demography 

3. Nutrition 

4. Health care  

 These subsystems are synergistically linked – changes in 
one will likely trigger changes in others.  



Effects of Culture change on health 

McElroy & Townsend identify different 
stages of contact: 

Pre-contact  

Early contact/diffusion 

Acculturation 

Assimilation 

Ethnic revitalization 
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Acculturation 
 Continuous & intense contact between members 

of previously autonomous cultures.  

 1  or both systems experience major changes. 

 Health care problems can be numerous: 

 Nutritional changes 

 Stress induced by subordination 

 Diseases introduced/exacerbated by environmental 
modification; e.g., tropical diseases like schistosomiasis 
& malaria in Africa. 

 Contact in New World especially deadly for Native 
peoples.  



Culture Contact in the Arctic 

 History of health changes among Inuit illustrates 
interaction of variables in Table 8.1.  

 Pre-contact health remarkably good considering their 
environment: 

 infectious diseases rare. 

 accidents caused most deaths. 

 occasional famine but chronic malnutrition rare.  

 Post-contact health saw chronic, endemic diseases and 
famine replace accidents as primary cause of death. 
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4½ X  
Rate of population growth    

compared to rest of Canada  

Median Age 

difference with 

non-Aboriginal 

population 

> 40 %   
Population under 20 years  

of age 

First Nations:14 years  

Inuit: 17 years 

Live outside  

of urban areas 

First Nations: 57%  

Inuit: 73% 

First Nations communities 

with 1000 inhabitants or less 
82 %  

Consider the demographics… 
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Health Status of  

First Nations & Inuit  

6.3 years  

50% higher  

7.2%  

10 X  

3 X  

Suicide  

and self-injury  

Gap in life expectancy  

Rate of infant Mortality  

% of all AIDS cases in Canada 

Rate of Tuberculosis  

Rate of Heart Disease  

and Diabetes  

Leading cause of  

deaths for youth   

Higher incidence of health problems among Aboriginal 

people, compared to the general population 
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Leading Causes of Death among  

First Nations and Inuit (by Sex), 1999 



Health Care Systems  

 Health care involves organized behaviors for: 

  health maintenance. 

 prevention of physical illness or emotional distress. 

 management of illness or disability.  

 Health care systems are comprised of : 

 people – patients, healers, families.  

 settings – where does diagnosis/ treatment/ recovery 
occur? 

 behaviors – both preventative & therapeutic.  

 beliefs – causes of illness & proper treatment. 



 

 Medical pluralism:  
a fact of life in all societies today 

 Ideas & practitioners from several traditions occupy 
same therapeutic space in society.   

 Coexistence of traditional medical systems with 
modern medicine.  

 Most ethnomedical systems reflect some degree of 
pluralism, even in U.S. 

 Simple 1:1 relationships between single society and 
single ethnomedical system no longer exist. 

 Instead, today people choose from a variety of 
options. 

 These pathways are called hierarchies of resort.  

 



Culture Matters: Indigenous 
Perspectives on Behavioral Healthcare  

  A documentary film focusing on Native American, Alaska 
Native, and Pacific Islander behavioral health care and 
how culture influences treatment decisions. 

 We travel to the South Pacific Island of American Samoa, 
the pristine wilderness of Alaska, and around the United 
States to talk with indigenous people and listen to their 
stories. 

 This film was funded through a grant from the US 
Department of Health and Human Services - SAMHSA, 
produced by WideAngle Studios in association with First 
Nations Behavioral Health Association (Portland, OR). 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yfdCaFEls_c&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yfdCaFEls_c&feature=related

