PERCEPTIONS OF HEALTH AND TYPE 2 DIABETES IN A SOUTH SUDANESE COMMUNITY
Background

The South Sudanese constitute one of the fastest growing migrant communities in Australia, having fled as refugees from civil war. Such communities tend to experience a high incidence of type 2 diabetes mellitus which may be attenuated by dedicated health interventions. How do members of the Dinka South Sudanese community in West Melbourne perceive type 2 diabetes mellitus in the context of their broader socio-historical circumstances; and how can these perceptions guide health services working with this community?
 Methods

3 focus groups were conducted with 25 participants with the assistance of interpreters and the Western Region Health Centre in Footscray, Melbourne. Transcripts from these focus groups were interrogated through a grounded theory approach to elicit significant themes. 

Results

Participants perceived that while diabetes or other chronic diseases were not unfamiliar to their community, they lacked adequate understanding of these conditions. Fears about the burden of chronic illness were compounded by dissatisfying experiences with Australian health services. The migration away from Sudan was seen to have caused unhealthy lifestyle changes, especially in the areas of nutrition and exercise, exacerbated by the Australian social environment. Mental distress was perceived to directly detract from health especially within the context of being traumatically separated from their homeland.
Discussion

Interventions targeting diabetes and other chronic diseases are needed to empower the Dinka community, emphasising education and promotion of healthy lifestyle behaviours. Health services should acknowledge the socio-historical contexts underlying the community’s health including forced migration and continuing difficulties adapting to Australian life, as well as the burden of mental illness caused by these stressors. By illuminating perceptions from within this community, this study deepens understanding of their health needs and those of other communities sharing similar migration experiences.
