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Abstract
Debate on how resource-rich countries and their health care professionals should help the plight
of sub-Saharan Africa appears locked in a mind-set dominated by gloomy statistics and one-way
monetary aid. Having established a project to link primary care clinics based on two-way sharing of
education rather than one-way aid, our United Kingdom colleagues often ask us: "But what can we
learn from Malawi?" A recent fact-finding visit to Malawi helped us clarify some aspects of health
care that may be of relevance to health care professionals in the developed world, including the
United Kingdom. This commentary article is focused on encouraging debate and discussion as to
how we might wish to re-think our relationship with colleagues in other health care environments
and consider how we can work together on a theme of two-way shared learning rather than one-
way aid.

Introduction
Health is global. Health is local. Health is individual.
How should health care professionals conceptualize and
then act on the need to manage their individual patients
as best they can in a local and personal context, while tak-
ing account of the globalization of many aspects of soci-
ety, including health? How can we solve the conundrum
of acting both locally and globally to help patients?

Health has become a global issue because viruses such as
HIV and SARS do not respect international borders [1,2].
The failure of immunization delivery in one country can
precipitate the return of a disease in surrounding coun-
tries, as the recent example of polio in Nigeria shows [3].
Malaria eradication schemes in one area are ineffective
unless neighbouring countries adopt similar strategies [4].

Access to uncontaminated water is a fundamental prereq-
uisite for good health. Conflict zones, water supply dis-

putes and lack of engineering infrastructure prevent large
areas of the world's population from achieving a reasona-
ble health status [5].

Availability of trained health care staff is inequitable
across urban and rural areas, across borders and regions.
Staff recruiting policy in one country can destabilize
health care provision in another country. For example, the
United Kingdom's importing nurses to support the expan-
sion of care homes for the elderly led to a further exodus
of trained nursing staff from southern Africa [6].

The availability and supply of modern pharmaceuticals
has become an issue of international concern, particularly
with regard to antiretroviral HIV drugs. Seemingly simple
solutions to global inequality of supply, such as the free
provision of high-quality pharmaceuticals manufactured
in the developed world, have been blighted by the reap-
pearance of the same drugs sold back into the developed
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world and also by the appearance of poor-quality counter-
feit products [7].

The emergence of the Internet as the dominant source of
educational support in both the developed and the devel-
oping world has fostered a culture and understanding of
global health issues [8]. Social networking and more for-
malized institutional links are gradually raising awareness
of the need to appreciate the similarities and shared ambi-
tions of health professionals worldwide. Many profes-
sionals now have experience of working in more than one
country and have an unmet aspiration to work and help
their colleagues in other health care environments.

The old-fashioned model of "colonial aid" or project-spe-
cific nongovernmental organization (NGO) work based
on a "donor and recipient" model is becoming discred-
ited. One-way aid donation is sometimes not only ineffec-
tive, it can have a detrimental effect. In resource-poor
countries, one-way aid can encourage dependence,
present an opportunity for corruption, replicate systems
of inappropriate training and encourage urbanization of
resources and personnel, leading to emigration of trained
personnel [9].

Increasing cooperation between different health care sys-
tems should be a two-way dialogue of support rather than
a one-way flow of aid. Just as technology companies can
learn practical solutions emerging from resource-poor
countries, so too can health care professionals learn from
their colleagues. Increased opportunity for travel and net-
working by means of the Internet and low-cost telephone
options have raised awareness of the potential for health
care professionals in different environments to share
experiences, learning and skills. Such learning and sharing
have the potential to help affluent countries just as much
as resource-poor ones.

The establishment of a project to twin Scottish general
practices with Malawian clinics and a recent fact-finding
visit prompted our colleagues to challenge us on the asser-
tion that learning can be two-way [10]. This article out-
lines some of the areas where health care professionals in
the United Kingdom can learn from Malawi.

Discussion
Structure of health care
Both Scotland and Malawi enjoy almost universal access
to primary care, free at the point of delivery. Both coun-
tries have a well-developed structure of primary care. In
the United Kingdom, this is based around the National
Health Service and the general practitioner (GP) list sys-
tem. In Malawi, Health Ministry clinics provide a back-
bone of primary, public health and maternity services in
urban townships and rural population centres. There is a
modest level of private health care provision and a sub-

stantial contribution from various NGOs – largely of a
thematic nature – for example HIV, malaria or tuberculo-
sis (TB) care. The Health Ministry has a very clear policy
for health care delivery, including public health. There is
a well-organized structure of district health offices (DHO)
with a chain of command, although not always accompa-
nied by the logistic or fiscal capability to implement pol-
icy.

Medical records
The medical records system in the United Kingdom,
despite an investment of several billion pounds sterling in
hardware and software support, remains fragmented and
inefficient [11]. A rather turgid debate rumbles on about
whether patients can be trusted to hold or gain access to
their records [12]. In Malawi all citizens are issued with a
"health passport" for a token fee. This is a small paper
booklet with customized versions for children and
women of childbearing age (Additional file 1).

The health passport is treated with reverence, but some
copies succumb to loss, falling in the fire or getting wet in
the rainy season. Many Malawians store the health pass-
port in the plastic bags commonly used for weighing
sugar. The booklet provides a complete and integrated
record of immunizations, preventive health care priori-
ties, major medical morbidities and a continuation record
of clinical encounters.

In the United Kingdom we could learn from this experi-
ence by taking patient responsibility for records systems
seriously, whether paper or electronic. We could also learn
to use an integrated record to encompass primary and sec-
ondary care and preventive health care. Fundamentally,
taking steps to further involve patients in the management
of their own health care records will increase the percep-
tion of transparency in the clinician/patient relationship
and maintain trust.

Guardianship project
The Malawian health care system has to prioritize which
patients are suitable for expensive treatments, including
antiretroviral therapy for HIV or anti-TB therapy. In order
to be accepted on to a treatment programme, patients
have to give a commitment to try to maintain their nutri-
tion, take their medication as directed and be present for
follow-up appointments. To facilitate these, patients must
nominate a "guardian" – usually a close family member.
The guardian must then accept responsibility for ensuring
that the patient takes the right sort of nutritious food,
checks medication compliance and makes sure the patient
is present for follow-up. Some clinics even provide a shel-
ter and cooking facilities for the guardians [13].

In the United Kingdom it would of course be unaccepta-
ble to deny patients treatment because they were unable
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to produce a guardian or make a promise to comply with
therapy, but there are lessons to be learnt from the
Malawian policy. Patients in the United Kingdom requir-
ing treatment for HIV, hepatitis B or C or TB also need to
maintain good nutrition, comply with medication
regimes and be present for regular follow-up. A voluntary
guardian system might well be acceptable to United King-
dom patients and have the potential to favourably alter
clinical outcome. It is the norm in antenatal and intrapar-
tum care for United Kingdom patients to be accompanied
by a "guardian" (usually their partner). Supportive part-
ners may welcome an opportunity to become more
involved in care and may be receptive to being given
enhanced responsibility.

Perhaps the care of people with long-term health condi-
tions is where the guardianship model could be most use-
ful. The clinical outcome in people with diabetes,
arthritis, ischaemic heart disease and chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD) depends on good nutrition,
medication compliance and follow-up care according to
management guidelines [14]. Again the experience of
mentoring suggests that developing and formalizing sup-
port for patients may improve outcome. There is research
evidence to suggest that clinical outcomes in cancer care
can be enhanced if patients are "mentored": supported by
volunteers or fellow sufferers [15]. This support could be
formalized to include a "guardian" commitment to pro-
vide good nutrition and assist with medication compli-
ance and follow-up appointments. It would be interesting
to tease out the relative contribution that shared responsi-
bility and family support make to clinical care in the
resource-rich developed world.

Direct link between public health and clinical care
With the decline of infectious diseases in the developed
world due to improved hygiene, provision of fresh water
and improved nutrition, less emphasis is now placed on
public health initiatives. There is an apparent disconnect
between care providers and those engaged in public
health. Very few front-line health care professionals in the
United Kingdom perceive themselves as having a direct
public health role. The situation in Malawi is very differ-
ent, because of the high and visible presence of infectious
diseases affecting the population. GPs and midwives in
the United Kingdom might wish to re-learn outreach and
public health skills. In Malawi, clinical officers make
direct and immediate contact with their public health out-
reach colleagues if they suspect a water source is contami-
nated or an open case of TB is present in the community.
In the United Kingdom, we might wish to reconsider how
health professionals use their atrophied public health
skills to tackle preventable problems such as smoking,
excess alcohol consumption, poor dietary habits and lack
of exercise [16].

An accepted task of Malawian midwives and clinical offic-
ers is to teach groups of patients about important public
health matters such as condom use, good nutrition and
obtaining fresh water. This teaching can include a dance
or a song in keeping with local or village custom of con-
veying a message to peers. Patients in the United Kingdom
would certainly remember a smoking cessation advice ses-
sion that included singing and dancing with their doctor
or nurse. While not advocating that the NHS provide
dancing sessions en masse, the message is clear. Engaging
with local communities requires the use of communica-
tions media tailored to the target audience.

Voluntary counselling and testing (VCT)
In the United Kingdom, one in three HIV-seropositive
persons is unaware of his or her status [17]. Despite public
health efforts to increase the uptake of testing, and despite
the availability of retroviral therapy, testing for HIV still
carries a stigma in the United Kingdom health system.
Many patients are reluctant to turn to mainstream health
facilities, such as their own GP, and turn instead to more
secretive and less personal forms of care, such as geni-
tourinary medicine clinics. In Malawi, HIV testing is avail-
able in Health Ministry clinics and is voluntary, linked
with counselling, hence VCT. "VCT" has entered the eve-
ryday vocabulary of Malawians because clinics display
signs and an ongoing poster campaign helps to dispel
stigma. Crucially, testing is available on demand with the
result available quickly, sometimes on the same day. It is
remarkable that a developed, resource-rich health care sys-
tem such as the United Kingdom's NHS still persists with
the archaic practice of keeping patients waiting at least a
week to receive a result. The Malawian experience of
destigmatizing and simplifying on-the-spot testing may
be relevant to persons at risk in the United Kingdom [18].

Kangaroo special care baby unit
The outcome for premature babies in resource-poor coun-
tries used to be very unfavourable. In South America, the
"kangaroo care" model was developed. Premature babies are
placed between their mother's breasts. A woollen hat is pro-
vided to minimize heat loss through the baby's scalp, and
the mother's body acts as an incubator (Additional file 2).
Breast milk is expressed directly into the baby's mouth, or
onto cotton wool and then squeezed gently into the baby.

"Kangaroo care" can keep vulnerable premature babies
alive in environments where incubators and tube feeding
are not available [19]. In Malawi, maternity units have a
"kangaroo care" section. Mothers are assisted by their
"guardians", usually a grandmother. They take it in turn to
nurse the baby. While one is lying with the baby in the
"kangaroo" position, the other prepares food and talks
with other mothers and midwives. Every so often they
exchange roles.
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There may be aspects of kangaroo care applicable to inter-
mediate-level, special-care baby support in the transition
from high-dependency, extreme-premature incubator
support to low-level support with parental involvement.

Protocols
A feature of clinic work in Malawi is the set protocols for
managing likely presenting problems. These are reminis-
cent of guidelines and flowcharts displayed in accident
and emergency departments [20]. Perhaps all health care
professionals should accept that it is good and accepted
practice to constantly refer to protocols, and to share with
patients an openness to consulting guidelines.

Youth drop-in centres in clinics
A feature of Malawian health care is drop-in youth centres.
Such centres are located within or close by health facilities
and, unlike in the United Kingdom, are not separated and
delivered by different agencies across the health and social
service divide. Empowering young people through social
responsibility, care for the elderly, sports and employment
training is a message as relevant in Europe as in Africa [21].

Health education seminars from student nurses
Student nurses in Malawi have to offer health educational
group sessions as part of their training. This requires a
high level of communication skill and an ability to cast
aside inhibition to make sure an important health mes-
sage is conveyed (Additional file 3). There are opportuni-
ties for Malawian nurses to share this expertise with their
more reserved colleagues in the United Kingdom.

Endless patience and tolerance
While sitting in on clinics, we were struck by the attitudes
of patients and staff. Acceptance of adversity, perhaps
borne out of experience of hunger or lack of resources,
allowed a health care system to cope with large numbers
of patients every day. It was culturally unacceptable to
make a fuss and so health care staff members were able to
concentrate on seeing ill people in order of clinical need
rather than according to who protested the loudest or
booked in first.

In a clinical system of high throughput, rapid diagnosis
and lack of treatment options, complaining was seen as
futile. We found the lack of privacy during consultations
unsettling, particularly when two or more consultations
took place in the same room or the same space outdoors.
Our "prudishness" became a source of some amusement
in an environment where attending to one's toileting
needs was often a public matter.

Pride in registered nursing
In Malawi, International Nurses Day is celebrated each year,
complete with the "Nurses' Pledge, Prayer and Song" [22].
These feature the core values of nursing and are matters of

intense pride for nurses. It is interesting to speculate whether
nurses in the United Kingdom are sufficiently proud of their
hard work to sing a song about it in front of their patients.
Malawian clinics fly the national flag and are proud to be
associated with the Ministry of Health. It is doubtful whether
United Kingdom clinics feel a similar need to be associated
with the NHS. Perhaps endless changes of health service
administration have dampened enthusiasm for United King-
dom staff to take pride in their institutions.

Paradox
Health care in Malawi is underresourced. Patients die
needlessly due to lack of adequate medical facilities. Life
expectancy is short. Resource problems mean that Malawi
lags behind almost all other countries in measures of clin-
ical outcome. But therein lies a paradox: the so-called
"worse" can teach the so-called "best" many lessons. Per-
haps we should look to our colleagues in Malawi and
other resource-poor environments to help us reconnect
with the core values of patient autonomy, simple record-
keeping, careful use of resources, adherence to protocols,
innovation to tackle health education, integration of pub-
lic health with clinical care and above all, professional
pride in caring for patients.

The barriers to change within each health care environ-
ment appear to be very different. Clearly, increased mon-
etary resources are needed in Malawi. Increased pay for
staff, availability of medicines and equipment delivered
uncritically could destabilize a system that can count
organized primary care linked to public health as major
assets. "Westernization" of health care has the inherent
risk of promoting consumerism, urbanization and hospi-
tal care – none of which is likely to raise the health out-
comes for the majority of the population, who live by
subsistence agriculture based around village communities
with strong family ties. The United Kingdom has recently
learnt the painful lesson that increased monetary input
does not directly correlate with improved health outcome.
The major challenges facing the health of people in the
United Kingdom are linked to lifestyle. Imaginative ways
for families and communities working together to reduce
smoking, increase exercise levels, improve nutrition and
extend family support are more likely to yield dividends
than increased GDP spent on hospitals.

Conclusion
So what can health care professionals based in the United
Kingdom and other resource-rich environments learn
from Malawi? Behind the gloomy statistics and cynicism
about whether one-way aid works, there is an opportunity
for dialogue locally and globally. At the very least, health
care professionals in the United Kingdom might want to
debate and discuss what global and local health is about.
Our Malawian colleagues can contribute and share in that
debate. We can all learn global lessons to apply locally.
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