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“Culture” is a broad term that refers  to the system of traditions, beliefs, and social 
structure of a particular group. Culture influences major aspects of a person’s 
everyday life, including habits, diet, etiquette, and their social role and behavior. 

Health and healthcare are also influenced by culture. One of the most notable 
healthcare-related cultural differences can be seen in the way patients from 
collectivistic versus individualistic cultures deal with diagnoses, treatment, and 
other information about their health.

Collectivistic cultures prioritize the group – usually family or the community – 
over the individual. Some countries with collectivistic cultures include China, 
Japan, India, and Argentina.  Patients from collectivistic cultures won’t choose 
a treatment option or make any other medical decision on their own, but will 
instead consult with family members and/or community or religious leaders.  

Regardless of their own personal experience or education, a person from a 
collectivistic culture fundamentally believes that the decision of the collectivity 
carries more weight and importance than their own. For example, a parent from 
a collectivistic culture isn’t likely to immediately make a choice about treatment 
for their child, even if they’ve had a long discussion with a doctor, read medical 
literature, and so on. Instead, they’ll consult with family first.

Breaking into an overseas market is never easy. Even after clearing hurdles like 
regulations, taxes, and legal issues, two major issues remain for healthcare and 

pharma marketers: culture and language. 

This duo affects nearly every aspect of patients’ lives, including the comprehension 
of medical instructions and prescriptions, and how medical conditions and 

treatments are perceived and implemented. 

Patient education material that doesn’t “translate” on both a linguistic and cultural 
level can cause major issues, from a product’s lack of success, to, in some cases, 

endangering patient lives. Fortunately, through awareness, understanding, and 
specific strategies, marketing experts can overcome these challenges. 

How culture affects patient education

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-are-collectivistic-cultures-2794962
https://www.kidsnewtocanada.ca/culture/influence


Patients from individualistic cultures, on the other hand, tend to make decisions 
on their own or perhaps with a significant other or close family member(s), but 
won’t rely on or privilege their community or extended family when it comes to 
their care. 

Another cultural aspect that influences the patient experience is religion. 
Religion can factor into patient reactions and decisions in sometimes subtle 
ways. It seems obvious, for instance, that most Muslim and Jewish patients have 
dietary restrictions that can affect everyday meals or what they’re served at a 
hospital or care facility, but even some treatments may have to be adapted. 
Certain medications have a gelatin base derived from pork, a food that’s 
forbidden for both of these groups.

Other belief systems may make discussing the very nature of symptoms and care 
difficult. For example, studies like this one show that Latinos may feel conflicted 
when it comes to decisions regarding end-of-life care for family members. On 
the practical side, if there is no quality of life, many people who participated in 
the study understood ending life support. But because of religious beliefs, these 
same people considered ending life support the same as killing their loved one. 

Culture also affects how we live our everyday lives. Clinical researcher Adelina 
Lear recently explained an error that can arise from not knowing or not 
acknowledging the daily life of members of a target culture: If a questionnaire 
asks patients if they can cut their meat with a knife, what if patients in the target 
culture don’t use knives and forks? What if they don’t eat meat?  

Sometimes cultural divides aren’t as clear. Even groups with the same basic 
cultural characteristics can differ in subtle ways. For instance, older Americans 
tend to see healthcare professionals in an authoritative position. Instead of 
looking up health problems online or engaging in a discussion about a course of 
treatment, which is common among younger generations, they’re more likely to 
defer to what their doctor recommends.    

These are just a few examples of culture’s influence on patient education. Other 
cultural issues that may arise include the perception of pain and illness, and the 
stigmatization of specific diseases, conditions, and treatments.

https://www.takingcharge.csh.umn.edu/common-questions/how-does-culture-affect-healthcare
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3249849/
https://aiaconnect.wordpress.com/2019/08/15/is-linguistic-validation-the-perfect-way-to-translate-for-the-pharma-and-healthcare-industry-and-what-if-your-current-translator-isnt-using-it/
https://blog.rendia.com/culture/


When venturing into another country or market, communication isn’t as simple 
as translating patient education material word-for-word. 

One issue may be understanding which language should be used for patient 
education materials in the first place. In the US alone, it’s estimated that 14-
40% of the population speaks a primary language other than English. Of this 
population, which includes Spanish and Chinese speakers, a large number 
considers that they speak English “less than very well.” With this in mind, if a 
healthcare provider is marketing to one of these cultures, they may choose to 
make materials available in Spanish or Chinese, either exclusively, or in addition 
to English.

In other cases - for example, pharmaceutical companies advertising and 
marketing internationally - if translators aren’t familiar with every detail of 
a product, as well as how to present and describe it correctly in the target 
language, a company is bound to fail, not to mention possibly put patients’ lives 
in danger.

One recent example of a medical translation mistake (that fortunately didn’t 
result in patient injuries or fatalities) is China-based Guangdong Zhanjiang Jimin 
Pharmaceutical Co.’s attempt to import an anti-itch lotion to the US market. 
The English translation of the ingredients indicated that the lotion included 
hydrocortisone, when the ingredient should have been labeled “dexamethasone 
acetate.”  According to the company, the mistake was due to a translation error. 
It’s likely that their translator didn’t specialize in medical translation, and thus 
thought the two substances were the same. Due to this inaccurate labeling, the 
FDA banned the lotion from the US market. 

There can be challenges even when dealing with patients who speak the same 
language as one’s own. Notably, medical texts tend to be written at a university 
level, but studies have shown that a majority of English-speaking adults only 
read at a 5th-grade level. 

Medical texts can also pose problems if they contain too much medical jargon, 
which research reveals that only 12% of American adults are able to sufficiently 
understand. Issues like these may contribute to the troubling fact that only 50% 
of chronically ill American patients take their medication correctly.

How language affects patient education

https://www.euromedinfo.eu/using-interpreters-in-health-care.html/
https://slator.com/industry-news/translation-fail-puts-chinese-pharma-company-us-regulators-crosshairs/
https://aiaconnect.wordpress.com/2019/04/15/why-medical-texts-should-be-simplified-and-how-to-do-it/
https://www.redoxengine.com/blog/america-s-healthcare-literacy-problem-and-how-we-might-fix-it/
https://www.redoxengine.com/blog/america-s-healthcare-literacy-problem-and-how-we-might-fix-it/


Culture and language can be major obstacles on the road to clear, impactful 
patient education material. Fortunately, there are a number of solutions that can 
reduce or completely remove this risk. These include:

By taking time to research a target culture and language, healthcare marketers 
and advertisers will be able to understand their audience and avoid mistakes 
and mistranslations. 

Research can be accomplished in a variety of ways, many of them quite easy. 
One way to get information about your target culture/language is via online 
resources.

These include what are known as “cultural competence tools” – that is, fact 
sheets and other information that can provide better understanding of a cultural 
group in a short amount of time, as well as awareness of how to navigate cultural 
differences. You can find a list of healthcare- and pharma -related cultural 
competence tools here, as well as on many other organizations’ websites.

Doing an online search using phrases like “Understanding [country/culture] 
market” or “How [cultural group] views healthcare” will give you additional 
helpful results and insights.

Solutions

Research

https://www.kidsnewtocanada.ca/culture/tools/%20%20and%20here%20http:/depts.washington.edu/pfes/CultureClues.htm


This list from The Canadian Paediatric Society provides an excellent summary of 
the major points to consider when researching a target language/culture. These 
include: 

• the local literacy rate (This will help you decide on the most effective 
medium with which to communicate.)

• how members of the target culture/language view illness and healthcare

• how members of the target culture/language obtain healthcare 
information, and their preferred way to do this

• the role of traditional or alternative medicine

You shouldn’t rely on a layperson to translate medical or pharma documents. 
But asking locals about their customs, beliefs, and other matters related to 
healthcare can be an extremely helpful way to know that your patient education 
material will be correctly understood by local markets. There are many ways to 
get locals involved, including placing advertisements for volunteers (or paid 
participants), posting surveys on social media, or even going to the source 
and finding a group to interview directly. For example, you might work with a 
local healthcare facility to see if you could speak with patients or distribute a 
questionnaire.  

Another important way to involve members of your target culture and language 
is asking them to read your materials and ask any questions they might have. 
You should also be prepared with questions for them, as well. 

Depending on your target language and culture, you may have access to an 
abundance of translators, translation companies, or even a colleague or personal 
acquaintance who seems competent to translate. But choosing a translator isn’t 
a simple decision to make. Several concerns must be considered in order to find 
the best translator or translation company for your patient education material.

First, always keep in mind that there is a great divide between medical 
terminology and the average person’s vocabulary and reading level. This means 
that an acquaintance, colleague, or translator who doesn’t specialize in medical 
vocabulary is unlikely to be the best choice for your translation. 

Involve locals

Choose your translator wisely

https://www.kidsnewtocanada.ca/culture/influence


Additionally, it’s not enough for translators to know a language; they also have 
to know and understand a target culture. For example, a speaker of Mexican 
Spanish most likely won’t be at completely at ease with the subtle differences 
of Spanish spoken in Spain, nor are they likely to be intimately familiar with the 
culture. The same can be said for a speaker of Spanish spoken in Spain when it 
comes to Mexican Spanish and Mexican culture. 

This is why the ideal medical translator must be familiar with medical 
terminology in both languages, and think not only in terms of translation, but 
of localization. “Localization” means that a translation is adapted linguistically, 
comprehensively, and culturally. A localized translation will focus as much on 
language as it will the way local people live, and how a product or service is 
perceived, used, and needed in a particular place or by a particular group.

Many translation companies offer processes to ensure that a translation is as 
accurate and easy to comprehend as possible. Back translation, in which a text 
is translated into the target language and then translated back to the original 
language, is a common way to check for accuracy. AiaTranslations offers another 
option, a unique approach that involves working with medical copywriters in the 
development stage, thus performing a cultural and linguistic review of source 
materials prior to translation.



A recent example of successfully adapted patient education material is the 
implementation of a prostate cancer screening program in Portugal. The 
program, which educates patients in order to help them make an informed 
choice regarding prostate cancer screening, was developed in the United States. 
Using techniques such as research, interviews with local patients, and rewriting 
content that would be culturally or linguistically inappropriate or incorrect in the 
Portuguese version, program creators will produce patient education material 
that is uniquely suited to Portuguese men at risk for prostate cancer. 

Results like these show that obtaining a perfect version of patient education 
material for overseas markets be complicated, but it is possible – and the result 
will be of immense benefit for both the companies and patients involved.

Culture and language play vital roles in the success of medical and pharma 
marketing. In order to create successful patient education and marketing 
literature, it is important to learn about a target culture and language. This can 
be accomplished with online resources, as well as with the help of the local 
population. An accredited translator with medical translation expertise and a 
localization approach is the best solution to ensure the success of any medical 
marketing or advertising material. 

Adapting patient education material to a particular market may take more 
time than simply translating word-for-word, but the benefits are far greater. 
Correct, comprehensible patient education material is the best chance of 
success for a medical product or service, as well as for improved patient care  
and a significantly reduced risk of potentially life-threatening mistranslations or 
misunderstandings.

Culturally and linguistically adapted 
patient education material is possible

Conclusion

https://www.urotoday.com/recent-abstracts/urologic-oncology/prostate-cancer/115648-translation-and-cultural-adaptation-of-the-web-and-printed-versions-of-a-decision-aid-to-support-men-s-prostate-cancer-screening-choice-a-protocol.html
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