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• The 2014-2016 Ebola virus outbreak in West Africa 
was the largest and most widespread outbreak to 
have occurred in the region

• The outbreak devastated the existing-fragile local 
health systems and demonstrated the dire need for 
effective health communication strategies in terms of 
outbreak control and prevention

• However, the consequences it had on maternal 
healthcare is not as apparent as other visible 
damages. 

• In using a medical anthropological perspective to view 
the effects of intersectionality of acute crises on top of 
chronic health problems helps to shift thinking and 
focus on the way a crisis exacerbates existing chronic 
health care issues

• The World Health Organization defines maternal 
mortality as the “death of a woman while pregnant or 
within 42 days of termination of pregnancy, 
irrespective of the duration and site of the pregnancy, 
from any cause related to or aggravated by the 
pregnancy or its management but not from accidental 
or incidental causes.” 

• Many of the factors that lead to maternal deaths and 
complications in a certain region is consequently 
because of the inequitable and inhumane conditions 

• The highest rates of maternal mortality occur in sub-
Saharan Africa due to the extreme poverty and lack 
of quality healthcare system infrastructure

• Medical anthropology elicits a shift in response 
such that it takes in social and cultural components 
in understanding what influences people’s health 
and well-being—in doing so, we can differentiate 
the meaning of disease, and the experience of it

• It is imperative to look beyond the biology of the 
disease by using a medical anthropological 
analysis to provide a humanitarian approach and 
develop culturally appropriate responses and 
interventions 

• The health systems in West Africa have faced 
many challenges in trying to meet a basic standard 
of care for its citizens—especially in Guinea, 
Liberia, and Sierra Leone

• These three countries struggled the most at the 
start of the Ebola outbreak because of years of civil 
war and political instability that they had recently 
experienced

• In looking at contextual factors that stalled the 
eradication and fueled the Ebola outbreak, West 
African countries provided an ideal location for the 
virus to evolve and infect people at an exponential 
rate. 

• Social and racial perception and stigma played a 
notably high role in the fast spread of the virus due to 
the racialization of Ebola

• They also caused mass hysteria that led to the 
prevention of control and eradication of the virus

• As vital as it was for each infected person to receive 
medical care at the hospital, many stayed home due 
to the stigmatization surrounding the virus and the 
fear they would not be able to see their families again

• Cultural competency is taking into consideration how 
cultural and social factors intersect at various levels 
of the healthcare system or by taking action to 
ensure quality healthcare to such a diverse patient 
population 

• The absence of cultural competency in a healthcare 
setting presents a major communication barrier 
between the patient and healthcare provider which 
can lead to a decline in health outcomes and in the 
quality of care that the patient receives

• To grasp the importance of the role of cultural and 
societal belief systems in a different country, one 
must take in various narratives and experiences of 
the people from that culture or ethnic background
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Traditional African 
culture is more family 
and community based 

so their way of 
connecting and caring 

for their community 
members is through 

physical interaction and 
touching

A popular cultural 
practice for those living 
in West African 
countries is the tradition 
of burying relatives as it 
provides for their 
passage to life after 
death

However, the act of burying 
a loved one who passed 
away due to Ebola was 
banned because of the 

high risk of infection with 
physical touch

Cultural Competency Issues in 
West African Healthcare

Result:

Recommendations 

There has been a strong focus on the 
Ebola outbreak crisis itself and the 
biology of the disease, but not in the 
way it exacerbated chronic healthcare 
issues, such as maternal mortality. 
West Africa’s lack of cultural 
competency and quality healthcare 
services prompted increased anxieties 
about the outbreak and distrust in the 
healthcare system—reinforcing 
systematic barriers to prevent mothers 
from receiving quality maternal care.

Conclusion:
It is necessary to use a deeper 
analytical tool in order to understand 
the intersection of societal factors that 
exacerbated the spread of Ebola in 
conjunction with how it affected 
maternal mortality.
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Before Western medicine 
was introduced to 
developing countries, many 
West African countries and 
communities took part in 
traditional medicine, or 
complementary and 
alternative medicine—
which is more relevant to a 
culture-bound form of a 
healthcare system
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