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CHALLENGES FOR THE EUROPEAN 

HEALTHCARE SYSTEMS



Background

• Worldwide, 400 million people do not have access to health services

• International migration represents 3.4% of the global population

• Nearly two-thirds of all international migrants, (76 million people) live 

in Europe

• Migrants are one of the most vulnerable groups in European 

societies.



Migrants and Health

• Poverty, discrimination in the labour market, and living conditions 

influence migrants’ opportunities in terms of healthcare received and 

suffered diseases

• Migrants present higher smoking levels than nationals, lower 

breastfeeding levels, increase in diabetes, cardiovascular disease, 

cancer, adverse mental health etc. 



Health Disparities

• Health disparities are preventable differences in the burden of 

disease, injury, violence, or opportunities to achieve optimal health 

that are experienced by socially disadvantaged populations.

• Biases and stereotypes among providers

• Health and healing beliefs of patients and families







WHAT IS CULTURAL DIVERSITY?



Cultural Diversity

• Cultural diversity is about 

appreciating that society is 

made up of many different 

groups with different 

interests, skills, talents and 

needs. 



Layers of Diversity

1. Personality

2. Internal dimension 

 Age, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation

3. External dimension 

 Income, religion, education, 

marital status

4. Organisation dimension 

 Seniority, work location



Literature on Cultural Diversity and Health

• Cultural background plays a major role in individuals health

• Culture shapes individual beliefs including beliefs of their health, their 

perceptions and response to diagnosis and illness

• Culture also influences how an individual will take up health services 

available to them



Culture and Religion Influencing Health

• Jewish religious culture of Male circumcision on 7th day of birth

• African belief that Jaundice and Ascites – curses and outcasts

• Asian belief of concealing medical diagnosis from terminally ill patient

• Jehovah Witness belief on blood products



Diversity and Intersectionality

Crenshaw, K. (1991) Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity 

politics, and violence against women of colour. 

Stanford Law Review, 43(6): 1241



Health Equity and Intersectionality





International Medical Doctors in Europe



MEDICAL EDUCATION



General Medical Council

• Tomorrow’s Doctors

• “Students will have acquired and will demonstrate attitudes essential 

to clinical practice, which includes respect for patients and 

colleagues that encompasses without prejudice, diversity of 

background and opportunity, language, culture and way of life”



Australian Medical Council

• Medical graduates, “must be able to work effectively, competently 

and safely in a diversity of cultural environments including a diversity 

of indigenous health environments”

• “Doctors must be aware of the impact of their own culture and 

cultural values on the delivery of services”



Cultural Competence



RCSI’s International Footprint
• Diverse with

students from  
over 60 countries  
studying in  
Ireland

• Four 

International
campuses in  
Bahrain, Dubai,  
and Malaysia (2)

• Networked with
more than 17,000  
Alumni who
are improving  
human health  
in 97 countries  
worldwide

RCSI DUBLIN

RCSI BAHRAIN

RCSI DUBAI RCSI PENANG

RCSI PERDANA

Where our Alumni members are active



Working with differences

• “It is impossible for an individual 

doctor to master all traditions 

but rather an awareness that 

these cultural beliefs exist”



Cultural Competence Curriculum

• Cultural Humility

• Self awareness and understanding of biases and assumptions

• Health disparities

• The use of interpreters

• Patients’ health and healing beliefs

• Factors leading to minorities poor health

• Understanding the specific cultural values, attitudes, beliefs and 

behaviours relating to health



Cross-cultural communication skills 

teaching in Health Professions 

Education

• Scoping review

• No standardisation

• Topics varied

• Methods varied

• Several models exist of cross cultural communication and cultural 

diversity



Teaching tools



Undergraduate Medical Curricula



Conclusion

• It is impossible to understand every cultural belief and tradition

• It is important to increase trust between patient and clinician

• Cultural diversity education is a challenge for educators

• Very few schools have formal training, it is not assessed

• The health of minorities hugely impact the health system and 

individuals
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