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Foreward 1

I am proud and glad to see that Wang Qu’s doctoral thesis is now going to be
published in the People’s Republic of China. Ms Wang wrote her thesis as a doctoral
student of the University of Vienna, and she did a wonderful job in writing a thesis on a
very special case of health promotion in a remote Yunnan village while thinking deeply
about general problems of how to induce change in health behavior. The thesis is a very
mature piece of work and the outcome of many years of intensive reflection. It reads
like a handbook everyone should know before going to the Chinese countryside with a
health care related project, and at the same time it is a valuable piece of theoretical
work considering empowerment as a major ingredient when pursuing the idea of
changing health related behavior in areas which are still under the influence of
non-modern belief systems, societal structures and ways of life. In this sense, the thesis
starts out with a case of health promotion, puts the way this project was implemented
in a theoretical context and by combining the analysis of the concrete case with
theoretical considerations on modes and possibilities of empowerment makes a major
contribution to our theoretical understanding of many health related issues as well as
our ability to implement health related projects especially in remote areas.

When discussing the major achievements of Ms Wang Qu’s work, I first and
foremost would like to mention her analysis of the empowerment process as it came
about as part of the procedure CIDA (Canadian International Development Agency)
pursued while implementing the health promotion project in the context of maternal
and child health care. Although, as Ms Wang rightly states, the success of the
intervention is decided upon at the individual level, the empowerment process has to
start with the organizational level, at least under the given political structures in the
PRC. As she describes, the project was co-funded by the province of Yunnan, which
again makes it plausible to see the CIDA agent making sure that she had the support of
the higher levels of administration before mobilizing the community for the project. In
this case, public health related administrators were involved and more or less received
extra training in their professional field by bringing the idea of empowerment to their
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attention. With the help of one major actor from this echelon of the administration, the
project could be transmitted to the community level where it had to mobilize the
village doctors as the main and most important supporters of the project. They not only
had to learn what empowerment was about, they also had to learn the methods of
empowerment and thus be empowered themselves. The thesis puts quite some effort
into describing to which extent the village doctors got drawn into the project and by
participating in the project changed their position in the respective villages by gaining
more trust from the population and especially from mothers. It is at this level, that the
idea of giving birth to babies in a sheitered environment of a hospital and having
mothers held under close medical supervision during the term of pregnancy as well as
children after their birth meets with local beliefs and habits which had so far been
detrimental to implementing the so called “new birth method”. As Ms Wang vividly
describes, the method was known to the local doctors, and it had been propagated for a
long time. Nevertheless, it was before the implementation of the project not socially
accepted in the area and - as one of her examples shows — not even implemented by a
woman gynecologist when she was ready to give birth to her own child. Convincing
the village doctor of the advantages of the “new birth method” would therefore not
have changed very much. The community as such had to go through a process of
change, and this process could only be successful if members of the communities
participated in the process and as a result saw the induced change as something they
had induced themselves.

Her insights from analyzing her case in the context of the theoretical
considerations related to the idea of empowerment are of crucial importance when it
comes to understanding the empowerment process as part of a project implementation.
Of course, this top down empowerment is problematic, and Ms Wang tries to argue
time and again that the reason why this process had to be initiated at the top is to give
room to bottom up initiatives and grassroots participation. She therefore argues that the
empowerment process is, as a matter of fact, a combination of top down initiation with
bottom up initiative.

But how can we assess whether or not empowerment has indeed taken place? Ms
Wang comes to the conclusion that at the organizational level no response from the
administration in terms of sustainable investment is needed to show that the project
was successful and empowerment strong enough to generate success. From her point of
view, the main criterion of successful empowerment lies with the individual who
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changes in health care behavior and the health care provider who is ready to adjust his
or her services. To achieve this kind of balance between demand and service is the
main criterion of success. As long as the organizational level does not impede this
balance from being generated it has fulfilled its duty. In the case of the county under
scrutiny, the upper level administration invested into the project, but did not provide for
additional funding once the project was over.

Ms Wang defines empowerment at the individual level as a situation when
individuals are self- assured enough to regard themselves as endowed with the right
and ability to take decisions on health related issues. They no longer are compelled to
passively accept what others say, but can actively participate in influencing the
opinions of others on health related issues and thus opt for change not only in their
individual lives, but also in the life of the whole community. The fact that many years
after the end of the project, the individual mothers who had participated at the time still
recalled the project, behaved according to what was discussed in the community at the
time and transferred their experiences to the next generation is for her the sign of
sustainable outcome and procedural success. Even though she calculates in some detail
that additional costs for child delivery in the hospital was a major financial burden for
the families, she saw by the result of child delivery in hospital raising to a level of over
60% that sustainable change in health behavior had taken place.

Within the process of empowerment, the right of individual patients to assess the
services provided by the village doctors played a very important role. By bestowing the
patients with the right to voice their opinions on the village doctors, a fundamental
change in the asymmetrical relationship between doctors and patients had been brought
about. Learning how to assess the doctor was the way how the patients felt that they
had been empowered.

So far very little research has been done on the situation of the so called national
minorities in China and the situation of health care in areas which are predominantly
inhabited by non-Han-Chinese ethnicities. Ms Wang’s work makes a major
contribution to the field in so far as it not only analyses a health care intervention
project in a minority area. She also shows how the success and problems of the project
can be understood in light of the locally rooted religious beliefs, social habits and
cultural traditions and to which degree a successful project needs to be embedded into
the local culture in order to overcome those elements of local culture which harm the
health of the population. Much in contrast to most of the China related research which
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overlooks the particularities of health care related issues in the context of
non-Han-Chinese ethnicities, and much in contrast to an overall attitude of the field of
public health which does not pay enough attention to local particularities, Ms Wang
shows in her thesis that empowerment as a pre-condition for sustainable change in the
field of public health has to relate closely and therefore to be based on a deep
understanding of the local culture.

Susanne Weigelin-Schwiedrzik
20 November, 2018
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