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THE COPING STRATEGIES
OF RURAL DOCTORS IN PORTUGUESE
SPEAKTNG AFRTCAN COUNTRTES (PSAC)

n Portuguese-speaking African coun-
tries. (PSAC), as in many developing
countries, public sector doctors and

nurses invest in a multiplicity of income-
generating activities to complement the
low salaries and produce other incomes.

These activities can be considered as
par t  o f  each ind iv idua l ' s  s t ra teg ies  o f
health personnel to cope with thc often
extreme discrepancies between social,
economic and professional expectations
and real-life situations. Given the impor-
tance of private practice as one of the
income supplementation strategies of gov-
ernment officials, this paper sets out to
explore the type of such side activities,
and their distr ibution and dif ferences
between urban and nrral settings.

Population and methods
The results of one first study' based on a
self-administered questionnaire in a sample
of 14 doctors of PSACj who were following
an international post-graduate course in
public health in Portugal were triangulated
with the results of an eadier qualitative sur-
vey based on semi-structured interviews to
68 doctors of PSACr''. The respondents
were selected following a purposive sam-
pling strategy in order to ensure that at
least two doctors from the following sec-
tors of each country wer€ represented: pri-
vate practice, military, university and other
training institutions, each level of public
sector health care management and provi-
sion.

The study also analysed the results of a
third survey based on semi-structured
interviews with 25 health personnel in
southern Mocambique" in 1997 and the
preliminary results of a later study done in
PSAC, about the different activities of doc-
tors working at the public sector.

Al l  in terv iewees are government
employees.

Results
The first'and the second'studies, allow us
to identify and summarise the different
type of individual strategies mentioned
under three headings:
l. Extra-income from non-medical (com-

mercial and agricultural) sources;
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Table l. Sources of income mentioned by the rerpondents (second study)

Bockstrom B - Centro de Moloria e de Outros
Doencas Tropicois e Deportamento de Soude
Publico Tropicol, lnstituto de Higiene e Medicino
Tropical, Universidade Nova de Lisboo;
Gomes A 6r Adom Y - Foculdode de Medicino,
U nrversidode Eduordo Mondlane, Maputo,
Mocombique
Fresto E - Direccao Nacional dos Recursos
Humanos, Ministerio do Soude, Luanda, Angola;
Dios F - Loborotorio Nocionol de
Soude Publico, Ministerio da Soude, Bissou,

Guine-Bissau;
Gongolves A - Deportomento de Saude Publico
Tropical, lnstituto de Higiene e Medicino Tropical,
Universidade Novq de Lisboo;
Mocq I & Lerberghe W - Department of
Public Heolth, Prince Leopold lnstitute of Tropicol
M ed ici ne, Antw erp, Belgiu m ;
Ferrinho P - Centro de Malorio e de Outros
Doencas Tropicais e Deportomento de Soude
Publica Tropical, lnstituto de Higiene e Medicina
Tropicol, Universidode Novo de Lisboa

2. Extr income directly related to profes
sional medical activities; and

3. Support by the family.

As we can observe in Table I, which sum-
marises the results of the second study,
although most still considered their gov-
ernment job their principal activity, 36
repor t  an  income genera t ing  ac t iv i t y
through private practice.

In this study, of all the activities, the
ones of primary economic importance
from the principal activity are:
. public sector medical care (n=56)
. military sector medical care (n-8)
. university teaching (n=8)

The activities with more importance from
the secondary activity, are:
. private sector medical care (n=36)
. commercial and agricultural activities

(n=18)
. public sector medical carc (n=14)
. incentives from project/NGO/interna-

tional co-operation (n=7)
. university teaching (n=6)

In urban settings, we find similar strategies
in the different studies; in special consul-
tancies at public hospitals, private clinics
and fee-for-service schemes, performed
individually or in groups, normally with
the sharing of the financial supplement by
the doctor with the rest of the health per-
sonne l  under  h is  superv is ion .  Cop ing
strategies are less individualistic, there is
stronger team work and the doctor has a
stronger leadership role and is more active
than the other health personnel.

Another individual strategy adopted, in
urban areas, in this case, by nurses", are
home visits, also called "clandestine clin-
ics""', where the nurses accept patients at
home or go to their house. This individual
coping strategy ofthe nurses seems to be a
mix between allopathic medicine and tra-
ditional medicine.

In rural areas, according to non-med-
ical health professionals", coping strategies
are not so directly related to professional
activi t ies as in the case of the doctors.
There are many ways of reducing the
effects of low income, without using much
of the time of the principal activity, using
mainly family help. The most important
are agriculture, young of animals, as well as
recourse to small commercial activities.

From the point of view of the patients,
strategies adopted by health personnel are
not only direct ly related to the activi ty
developed by health professionals, but also
with the drug deviation from the public
sector and with the payment from the
patients to health personnel of a financial
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Reasons Frequency of reason for
I the principal economlc

activity

Frequency of reason for
the secondary economic
activity

Frequency of reason for
the third most
important activity

To face the cost of living
To educate one's chi-ldren
To support the extended family
As an insurance against the
uncertainties of life
As an insurance for old age
For material reasons
To be rich
To ensure an adequate lifestyle
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Table ll. Reasons given for the importance of the three principal professional activities (second study)

Goods purchased with one month's salary Median (range) Median urban Median rural n respondents

% spent on.house rent 14 (0-1666) T2 30 21
Number oI colour televisions l/10 (r-1l1000) t /r0 t /10 ))
Kilograms of rice 50 (1-4oo) 18 75 )>
Number ofchickens 7 (1-50) 5 1 3 35
Kilograms of cow's meat l0 (0,5-40) l 0 t 4 34
Number of eggs t2o (3-2500) 100 t / 6 30
I(lograms ofpowdered milk 8 (0-20) 7 9 20
Litres of cooking oil 20 (r.33) 10 22 ) 4

Table lll. Purchasing power of doctor's public sector Income (second study)

Source of income Percentage of overall income from this source
Average (n) Median Median

Urban Drs
Median
Rural Drs

Public sector salary 27,r (40) l 0 10 ))
Private Dractice income 52,5 (40) )6 65 0

{l{g@rryqrati"_q 0,3 (31) U 0 0
Intemational co-operation 10,3 (33) 0 0 0
Local NGOs 7,9 QL)
namlty suppon __ : _9f172)
Gifts from patients i 0,3 (31)
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Salary of spouse 20,0 (40) I I c)

Table lV. Percentage of a doctor's income that depends on the various
sources (second study)

(median 65%) (Table I\).
In Table IV, we can also verify that

local NGOs have for rural doctors a gre ter
importance, as a source of income, than
for urban doctors.

Private practice in all its forms is con-
sidered very rewarding financially.

Conclusions and recommendations
Present attempts at reforming the health
care sector in Africa often fail to respond
to the aspirations of government health
personnel for acceptable salaries and work-
ing conditions''?.

As a result each individual develops
unique strategies to cope with this finan-
cial predicament.

Family may sponsor some. Others
derive additional income from teaching,
commercial or agricultural activities. The
most important source of additional
income, however, is directly related to pro-
fessional medical activities.

In rural areas, the public sector salary
still provides most of the income of doc-
tors, but has marginal importance for those
in the urban areas and private practice has
become of paramount importance.

ufle find differences between medical
coping strategies and non-medical coping
strategies, in rural areas. Doctors practise
activities directly related to professional
activities, but non-doctors work in agricul-
ture as well as resorting to small commer-
cial activities.

We also find differences in relation to
the type of strategies adopted by doctors,
between urban and rural areas. Doctors in
urban areas adopt coping strategies related
mainly with private practice, while in rural
areas, complementary activities to public
sector are connected to local NGOs.

Coping strategies in urban areas are

supplementation in order to be assisted
more quickly.

Respondents are asked to give their
reasons for engaging in their various side
activities. As we can observe in Table II,
the outstanding reasons are "to face the
cost of living", "to support the extended
family", and "to educate one's children".

On the other hand, for urban doctors,
facing the cost of living and for rural doc-
tors, supporting the extended family, are
the first reason to complement the princi-
pal activity. We can also veriff that, in
urban settings, doctors face the problem of
the high cost of living and at the same
time, the reduction of the number of per-
sons directly dependent on his income .

Table III gives an idea of the purchas-
ing power of the public sector salaries of
the interviewed doctors. Interviewees esti-
mated the time a family of fwo could sur-
vive on their public sector salary at seven
days.

The situation appears better in the
rural areas, because of the lower cost of liv-
ing as compared to the urban areas. All
the answers, with the exception of the
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Figure l. Herzberg's Two Factors
Theory

house rent, have a lower median in rural
areas, which confirmed the higher cost of
living in urban areas.

We can also observe that the public
sector salary still provided most of the
income of rural doctors (median 55%). but
in the urban areas, has marginal impor-
tance (median l0%) and private practice
had become of paramount importance
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