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WHAT THE PSYCHOLOGY OF A HEALTH EDUCATOR SHOULD BE 

by 

D r .  ~ t i e r k e  ~ e r t h e t l  

The e s s e n t i a l  r o l e  of heal th  education is  t o  introduce new ideas  and 

techniques i n  a community which a r e  aimed a t  improving i t s  everyday l i f e .  

This  is  not achieved without d i s tu rb ing  some well-established t r a d i t i o n s  

and customs. The wealth, t h e  p res t ige  and power t h a t  some feudal  people 

stand t o  l o s e  i s  n a t u r a l l y  endangered by t h e  in t roduct ion of new techniques,- 

hence t h e i r  opposition, which sometimes assumes a v i o l e n t  form. The g rea te r  

t h e  degree t h a t  people a r e  miserable, ignorant and unwilling t o  r i s k  los ing 

t h e  few. things they possess f o r  uncertain improvements, t h e  stronger such 

r e s i s t a n c e  i s  expected t o  be. Thus, disagreement on object ives  and methods 

may a r i s e  between heal th  educators and l o c a l  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  a s  t h e  l a t t e r  often 

consider t h e  ac t ion  t o  be undertaken from t h e  p res t ige  standpoint.  

To quote an example, some heal th  techniques, p a r t i c u l a r l y  preventive 

medicine, a r c  long-term undertalcings, which do not y ie ld  r e s u l t s  u n t i l  a 

c e r t a i n  time has elapsed, whi ls t  governments and people expect immediate 

r e s u l t s .  I n  a country with a high tuberculos is  morta l i ty  r a t e ,  it i s  not 

always easy t o  induce the a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  accept giving p r i o r i t y  t o  a pre- 

ventive programme based on a vaccination campaign and on t h e  establishment 

of case-finding centres,  ins tead of s e t t i n g  up cura t ive  establishments. 

Likewise, it I s  not  always easy t o  convince some heal th  adminis t ra tors  of 

t h e  uselessness of opening a premature care  se rv ice  i n  an area where infant  

morta l i ty  r a t e s  exceed one hundred out of one thousand l ive-bi r ths .  

--- 
I, Director  General In te rna t ions1  Children's Centre, Par is  



The so lu t ion  of these  problems w i l l  mostly depend on t h e  hea l th  educator's 

q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  of which the  following seem essen t i a l :  

I TECrnIICAL r n I L I T Y  

Only an adequate profess ional  standard w i l l  enable a hea l th  educator t o  

gain. t h e  considerat ion of t h e  l o c a l  av- thor i t ies  and population. Experience 

shows t h a t  the  educator 's  previous background has a s  much importance a s  

un ive rs i ty  degrees. Here a l so ,  a s  well  a s  i n  a l l  f i e l d s  of human a c t i v i t y ,  

it appears t h a t  t i t l e s  do not make men, bu t  men give a value t o  t i t l e s .  

However, t echn ica l  a b i l i t y  i s  not  the  only fac to r  involved, s ince  a 

t echn ica l  f a i l u r e ,  however severe, nay always b e  corrected. On t h e  other 

hand, a psychological f a i l u r e  has' nore i~npor tant  consequences; i n  such a 

case, it i s  t h e  p r inc ip le  i t s e l f ,  of the' ac t ion  undertaken, which is  involved. 

Therefore, f u r t h e r  cooperation would be more d i f f i c u l t  with a suspicious 

adminis t ra t ion  and a h o s t i l e  p o ~ u l a t i o n .  

I1 TH3 SENSE OF TEACHING kNTl CRGANIZATION 

A hea l th  educator sliould have t h e  sense of teaching and the  s p i r i t  of 

organizat ion a s  both a r e  indispensable t o  t h e  success of h i s  mission. \ken 

a hea l th  educator expresses h i s  dieappointment and b i t t e r l y  a s s e r t s  t h a t  

' 'there i s  nothing t o  be done with these  pr imi t ive  people" t h i s  means t h a t ,  i n  

most itzstances, he was unable t o  mke a c lea r  statement of t h e  object ives  and 

t h e  scope of h i s  mission and t o  convince h i s  audience. These teaching a b i l i -  

t i e s  a r e  a l l  t h e  more important s ince  t h e  r e a l  ef fec t iveness  of t h e  ac t ion  

undertaken i s  not  measured by t h e  work d i r e c t l y  achieved by t h e  educator 

during h i s  .mission, bu t  by t h e  continuation of t h e  projec t  a f t e r  his departure 

and by t h e  f a i t h  and enthusiasm he inspired i n  h i s  l o c a l  col labora tors .  

I11 - POSSIBILITY OF ADAFTATION 

I n  many cases the  heal th  educators1 b a s i c  cu l tu re  i s  d i f f e r e n t  f'roix t h a t  

of t h e  region i n  which they work. The way of l i f e  they meet i s  q u i t e  d i f -  

f e r e n t  from t h a t  t o  which they a r e  accustomed, therefore ,  they w i l l  have t o  

overcome d a i l x  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a r i s i n g  from var ious  causes of i r r i t a t i o n ,  such a s  

broken promises, defect ive  adminis t ra t ive  methods or  lack of l o y a l t y  on t h e  

part of some col labora tors .  To t h i s  should be added t h e  usual  d i f f i c u l t i e s  



due t o  c l ima t ic  conditions, accomnlodations, food, lack of l e i s u r e  time and 

i n t e l l e c t u a l  contacts .  It happens too  of ten  t h a t  the  hea l th  educator a r r i v e s  

i n  an area  with no other b r i e f i n g  than some ind ica t ions  on t h e  . ... work he, has t o  

do, without any other p r i o r  information. Ye should i n s i s t  on t h e  necess i ty  

of c a r e f u l  with due emphasis on t h e  means and f a c i l i t i e s  of t h e  area 

t o  which t h e  hea l th  educator is  assigned. 

IV HUMAN QUALITIES 

The hea l th  educator1 s personal i ty  i s  a s  important a s  h i s  t echn ica l  know- 

ledge, and t h e  same goes f o r  h i s  a t t i t u d e s  and h i s  aptness t o  human r.eli+tions, 

which w i l l  enable him t o  gain people's confidence - otherwise no e f f e c t i v e  

r e s u l t s  a r e  possible.  

A health educator would bs  ab le  t o  discharge h i s  du t i e s  and t o  f e e l  

personally s a t i s f i e d  with h i s  work, i f  he has a g i f t  f o r  gaining people's 

f r iendship ,  if  he deeply be l i eves  i n  h i s  mission and.has  a strong d e s i r e  t o  

improve t h e  heal th  condit ions of t h e  people he i s  deal ing with, by r a i s i n g  

t h e i r  standard of l i v i n g  and complying with a l l  t h a t  i s  required f o r  t h i s  

purpose. He has t o  g e t  i n  touch with t h e  community t a c t f u l l y  and kindly. 

Ke must understand t h a t  what he may be  temptei! t o  c a l l  "pass iv i tyn i n  c e r t a i n  

people, and which w i l l  s o  much i r r i t a t e  him, t h a t  is, t h e i r  cnrolcssncss and 

t h e i r  re luctance  t o  any e f f o r t ,  i s  but  t h e  consequence .of  age-long poverty, 

d iseases ,  malnutri t ion and ignorance. A heal th  education mission cannot 

succeed unless those who a r e  responsible f o r  it in tegra te  themselves i n t o  - the  

cornr&itY they a r e  deal ing with, unless they have a b e t t e r  understanding of 

i t s  mental i ty and a r e  a b l e  t o  d e t e c t  what i s  goad a s  well  a s  whzt i s  bad i n  

it and unless  they  be l i eve  i n  t h e i r  mission and a r e  determined t o  obtain 

pos i t ive  resul'tts. 

~ e v o t i o n - ' t o  duty, an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s p i r i t  and a kind understaneing of 

a l l  human beings, form par t  of t h e  e s s e n t i a l s  of t h o  su&cessful  mission of a 

heal th  educator. 



V PRACTICAL %ANNING OF A HEfiLTH EDUCATION P R O G R l M B  

When the  heal th  educator a r r i ve s  in an area which he does not know, or 

knows very l i t t l e  about, he must s t a r t  with a t r i p l e  assessment: 

1. Assessment of means 

Any tbchnical  work in a given area should be undertaken i n  accord- 

ance with t he  area 's  own means a s  shown by s t a t i s t i c s ,  i f  any, by p i l o t  

surveys and by discussions with t he  l oca l  personal i t ies .  F'urthermore, t he  

difference between t he  " f e l t  needstt and the  " rea l  needstt should always be 

borne i n  mind. For instance,  water supply i n  several  par ts  of t h e  world is 

a n  urgent and important " f e l t  needn of t he  population, while sa fe  water,, f r e e  

from dangerous germs or  paras i tes ,  is  a Ifreal  need" which i s  not f e l t  by 

primitive populations. 

The heal th  educator should a l s o  be aware of the  c u l t k a l  l eve l  of 

t h e  populations t o  be d e a l t  with. Health a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  not  a pr ivi lege 

reserved t o  well-developed countries;  on the  contrary, they becolnc a l l  t he  

more necessary if the  communityfs cu l t u r a l  l e v e l  is lower. Techniques must 

be adapted t o  t he  capacity of t he  population so t h s t  they can understand and 

adapt them. The ult imate objective i s  not only t o  teach, but  a l s o  t o  give 

communities a sense or' r espons ib i l i ty  and t o  make them aware of t he  personal 

e f fo r t s  required from them f o r  t he  improvement of t h e i r  well-being. 

2. Assessment of facih- 

Usually, t h c  f a c i l i t i e s  afforded by the  countries t o  which health 

educators a r e  assigned a r e  limited i n  personnel, equipment and funds. Fsr 

from being a cause of disco~wagement, these  l imi ta t ions  should seem normal 

and should be an incentive. Otherwise, i f  everything were perfect ,  f o r  

what would the  heal th  educator be  needed? 

The recommended techniques should always be integrated i n  the  over- 

a l l  plan of econodc and. s o c i a l  progress designed by the  government. The 

health educator should avoic! f a l l i n g  i n  the  mistake of some s p e c i a l i s t s  who 

a r e  only concerned i n  t h e i r  own techniques, excluding any other needs. What 

counts i s  not the  achievement of a par t i cu la r  objective,  but  t he  general i m -  

provement of the  conditions of l iv ing,  of t h e  communitiest well-being i n  a l l  

f i e l d s  of human ac t i v i t y .  



3. Assessment of technicrues 

A mistake which i s  l i k e l y  t o  bc  found i n  many plans i s  lack of due 

cons idera t ion  f o r  t h e  e x i s t i n g  f a c t s .  It would b e  easy t o  s e t  up a n  e n t i r e l y  

now o rgan iza t ion  i n  accordance with one 's  concepts; b u t  adapt ing  p lans  t o  a 

s i t u a t i o n  a l r eady  loaded with a burden i n h e r i t e d  from t h e  p a s t  i s  a  more 

complex tnsk .  This  proves p r t i c u l a r l y  t r u e  when working with coun t r i e s  of 

a n  old c i v i l i z a t i o n .  A n a t i o n  always r e p r e s e n t s  a n  inhe r i t ance  of h i s t o r i c a l ,  

economic and psychological  f a c t o r s .  Ignoring t h i s  would lead  t o  f a i l u r e .  

Thr h e a l t h  educator  must adapt h i s  techniques t o  t h e  psychology a d  

t o  t h e  q u a l i t i e s  and f a i l i n g s  of t h e  population f o r  which he works. If t h e  

bas i c  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  any t e c h n i c a l  a c t i o n  a r e  t h e  same i n  a l l  coun t r i e s ,  i ts  

p r a c t i c a l  app l i ca t ion  w i l l  d i f f e r  according t o  t h e  p a r t  of t h e  w r l d  where it 

i s  t o  be u t i l i z e d .  

I n  programme planning, i t  i s  t h e  t e c h n i c a l  and ~ r o f e s s i o n a l  t r e i n i n g  

of personnel which, as  a r u l e ,  should be given p r i o r i t y ,  a s  no l a s t i n g  r e s u l t s  

can be poss ib le  without l o c a l  co l l abora to r s .  

The t e c h n i c a l  demonstrations should always be t h e  s implest ,  t h e  most 

economical and t h e  most e a s i l y  understandable; i n  shor t ,  t hey  should be tbose  

which, i n  t h e  va r ious  a reas  of t h e  country, a r e  l i k e l y  t o  g ive  t h e  most effec- 

t i v e  r e s u l t s .  

F ina l ly ,  a  hea l th  educator  should remember pr imar i ly  t h a t  h i s  mission is 

t o  educate t h o  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s p i r i t  o f  t h e  population. Th i s  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  

s p i r i t  i s  our awareness t h a t  we belong t o  mankind; it i s  our awareness o f  

our r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  end our s o l i d a r i t y  with a l l  men, A hea l th  educator  

must t r y  t o  e l imina te  r a c i a l ,  n a t i o n a l  and s o c i a l  prejudices,  which d iv ide  

peoples, He must make them aware of t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  human brotherhood by 

showing them t h e t ,  i n  a l l  p a r t s  of t h e  world, men have t h e  same grandeur, 

the semc weaknesses, t h e  same problems, and t h a t  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  point  is t o  

f i n d  a  l i n k  ("a common denorninetorq t o  u n i t e  them. 


