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Abstract

Background: Determinants of newborn health and survival exist across the reproductive life cycle, with many
sociocultural and contextual factors influencing outcomes beyond the availability of, and access to, quality health
services. In order to better understand key needs and opportunities to improve newborn health in refugee camp
settings, we conducted a multi-methods qualitative study of the status of maternal and newborn health in refugee
camps in Upper Nile state, South Sudan.

Methods: In 2016, we conducted 18 key informant interviews with health service managers and front-line providers
and 13 focus group discussions in two Sudanese refugee camps in Maban County, South Sudan. Our focus group
discussions comprised 147 refugee participants including groups of mothers, fathers, grandmothers, traditional birth
attendants, community health workers, and midwives. We analysed our data for content and themes using
inductive and deductive techniques.

Results: We found both positive practices and barriers to newborn health in the camps throughout the
reproductive lifecycle. Environmental and contextual factors such as poor nutrition, lack of livelihood opportunities,
and insecurity presented barriers to both general health and self-care during pregnancy. We found that the receipt
of material incentives is one of the leading drivers of utilization of antenatal care and facility-based childbirth
services. Barriers to facility-based childbirth included poor transportation specifically during the night; insecurity;
being accustomed to home delivery; and fears of an unfamiliar birth environment, caesarean section, and
encountering male health care providers during childbirth. Use of potentially harmful traditional practices with the
newborn are commonplace including mixed feeding, use of herbal infusions to treat newborn illnesses, and the
application of ash and oil to the newborn’s umbilicus.

Conclusions: Numerous sociocultural and contextual factors impact newborn health in this setting. Improving
nutritional support during pregnancy, strengthening community-based transportation for women in labour,
allowing a birth companion to be present during delivery, addressing harmful home-based newborn care practices
such as mixed feeding and application of foreign substances to the umbilicus, and optimizing the networks of
community health workers and traditional birth attendants are potential ways to improve newborn health
outcomes.
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Background
Neonatal mortality is a key indicator of overall population
health and has broad social and behavioural determinants,
reaching across the reproductive life cycle. Defined as any
death that occurs in the first 28 days of life, neonatal mor-
tality accounts for over 45% of all deaths of children under
5 years globally [1]. Many of these deaths occur during the
first day or week of life, and most are preventable with
known interventions [2]. In addition to availability and ac-
cessibility of quality health services, broader determinants
of health impact newborn outcomes including gender in-
equality, low maternal education levels, poverty, and mal-
nutrition [3]. Humanitarian emergencies and poor
baseline socioeconomic conditions often coexist, making
displaced women and newborns particularly vulnerable
due to disruptions in health services; limited access to
livelihoods; risks of sexual violence; and language and cul-
tural barriers. Despite this, previous reviews have shown
that reproductive health indicators such as maternal and
neonatal mortality are often better in refugee camp set-
tings than in the host population, likely due to a concen-
tration of health services and other resources within the
camps [4, 5]. Nonetheless, many barriers persist and target
indicators are often not met, including for services that
impact newborn health such as antenatal and postnatal
care utilization, skilled birth attendance, caesarean section
rates, and early and exclusive breastfeeding [4, 6]. Under-
standing the factors that influence maternal and newborn
care decisions is crucial for improving health program-
ming in acute and protracted refugee settings.
In January 2016, the United Nations High Commis-

sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) launched the “Saving
Newborn Lives in Refugee Settings” project in refugee
camps in Kenya, South Sudan, and Jordan. Supported by
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the project
aimed to gain a better understanding of the local con-
texts in order to identify priorities for intervention re-
lated to newborn health. The overarching assessment
included a scoping review of the anthropological litera-
ture, health facility assessments in a selection of camps,
and a qualitative exploration of the knowledge, beliefs,
and practices of Somali, Sudanese, and Syrian refugees
as they relate to newborn health. In this paper, we focus
on the qualitative findings related to sociocultural con-
text and care experiences from two Sudanese refugee
camps in South Sudan.

South Sudan
South Sudan is both a source country of refugees as well
as a host to refugees fleeing violence in neighbouring
countries. As a result of the escalation of violence in
both Sudan and South Sudan, at the end of 2015 there
were more than 263,000 refugees and almost 1.7 million
internally displaced persons in South Sudan [7].

Sudanese refugees began fleeing across the border to
Upper Nile State in South Sudan in 2011 to escape fight-
ing between the Sudanese Armed Forces and the Sudan-
ese People’s Liberation Movement-North (SPLM-N) in
South Kordofan and Blue Nile States. As a result, around
129,559 Sudanese refugees from Blue Nile state have set-
tled in four refugee camps in Upper Nile State [7], in-
cluding the Yusuf Batil and Doro camps, where our
baseline assessment took place. The Ingassana and
Urduk tribes predominate Yusuf Batil and Doro camp
populations; these communities are characterized by
small-scale agriculture (around 70%), nomadic pastoral-
ism, and, for the Ingassana, artisanal gold mining [8, 9].
South Sudan has some of the world’s worst national

maternal and newborn health indicators: the maternal
mortality ratio is 789 per 100,000 live births, the neo-
natal mortality rate is 39 per 1000 live births, only 19%
of births are attended by a skilled birth attendant [10],
and the caesarean section rate is less than 1% [11]. In
the two targeted camps, neonatal mortality rates for the
year prior to the study (2015) ranged from 5.9 per 1000
in Doro camp to 50 per 1000 in Yusuf Batil. This differ-
ence was due in part to lack of 24/7 skilled delivery in
Yusuf Batil camp during part of the year due to security
concerns, resulting in 40% of women in this camp deliv-
ering without a skilled birth attendant [12]. Challenges
in providing aid in the camps are many, including
on-going insecurity, the multiplicity of armed groups, at-
tacks on both civilians and humanitarian workers, ten-
sions between host and refugee populations, high staff
turnover, shortage of qualified health manpower, and lo-
gistical issues due to poor roads and infrastructure [13].

Reproductive beliefs and practices
Very little published research focuses on Blue Nile popu-
lations. Literature on reproductive beliefs and practices
in Sudan and South Sudan indicate that childbearing is
highly valued within this region, with women’s status
and identities strongly intertwined with maternity [14,
15]. Early marriage [16] and large families are desirable
due to high child mortality and in order to help with
household chores, assist parents in old age, and confer
high social status on the family [17]. Family and tribal
ties are forged through the husband’s payment of a
bride-price (often in the form of cattle) with the ex-
pected return on investment being many children [18].
Use of contraceptives is uncommon as not bearing chil-
dren results in strong social disapproval [19]. Pregnancy
and childbirth are viewed as natural processes and thus
women may forgo routine antenatal care, even if services
are available [20]. There is a tendency toward fatalism,
that is, ascribing both the inability to obtain health care
and adverse pregnancy outcomes to the will of God [21,
22]. Traditionally, births take place at home with a
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traditional birth attendant (daya in South Sudan) who
provides physical and emotional support [16, 23, 24].

Postnatal care practices
Research from rural Sudan indicates that women often
remain in the home for 40 days after delivery, during
which time they may forgo postnatal care and follow-up
visits for the neonate [20]. Although breastfeeding is re-
ligiously and culturally encouraged and is an accepted
method of birth spacing [16, 20], exclusive breastfeeding
rates are low in both South Sudan and Sudan at 45 and
55%, respectively [10, 25]. In Upper Nile state and other
parts of South Sudan, sexual taboos in the postpartum
period may facilitate birth spacing; couples achieve the
expected 2–3 year period of sexual abstinence after the
birth of a child by living separately or the man taking
another wife. This abstinence period corresponds with
the period of breastfeeding and relates to a traditional
belief that sex during the breastfeeding period will bring
a curse upon the child or family [16].

Care-seeking behaviours
Women often seek care from multiple systems of heal-
ing, including traditional birth attendants (TBAs), village
surgeons (arets), home remedies, and biomedical care
[20, 26, 27]. Traditional practitioners may be sought due
to personal beliefs or because biomedical health services
are not available. However, little is known about trad-
itional medicine beliefs and practices among the numer-
ous ethnic groups [15]. Factors such as rural location,
illiteracy, low income, and poor quality, availability, and
access to health services contribute to low rates of pre-
ventative and curative care in the region, including rou-
tine antenatal and postnatal care [15].

Methods
We conducted both semi-structured in-depth interviews
with key informants and focus group discussions in
order to explore a range of issues related to maternal
and newborn health. In order to focus on participants’
lived experiences, beliefs, and practices we employed a
phenomenological approach [28].

Data collection
Data collection occurred in February 2016 in Doro and
Yusuf Batil camps in Maban County, South Sudan. SG
supervised data collection and conducted most key in-
formant interviews. We trained teams of facilitators to
conduct the FGDs; each team comprised one moderator
and two note takers. Facilitators were local South Sudan-
ese student nurses who were able to speak local lan-
guages and English. Professional midwives were trained
to assist us with the health facility assessments; they also
conducted some of the key informant interviews.

Sampling
We used both purposive and convenience sampling for
the key informant interviews. We identified key infor-
mants in leadership positions through publicly available
information. We also invited a sub-set of front-line
health workers who were working at the health facility
on the day of the health facility assessment to participate
in an interview. No one declined to participate.
For the FGDs, NGO partners in the camps used

word-of-mouth to recruit participants. As we wanted to
understand the perspectives of a range of community
members, we purposively recruited mothers with chil-
dren under the age of two, fathers with children under
the age of two, grandmothers, TBAs, community health
workers, and midwives. We formed our FGDs around
these relational and professional characteristics.

Key informant interviews
We conducted in-depth interviews with 18 key infor-
mants (Table 1) in English, with the help of a translator
when necessary. After receiving written informed con-
sent, we conducted interviews in private offices within
the health facilities. The interview guide explored per-
spectives on health priorities, experiences providing care,
and perceptions of strengths, challenges, and needs re-
lated to health service provision. Based on participant
preference we either audio-recorded or took extensive
notes during the interviews. We also recorded numerous
informal discussions and observations in a field journal
throughout the assessment process.

Focus group discussions
We held 13 FGDs in Doro and Yusuf Batil refugee
camps, with a total of 147 participants (Table 2). This in-
cluded four groups with mothers, two groups with fa-
thers, grandmothers, and community health workers,
and one group (in Yusuf Batil camp) with midwives.
Each group consisted of 8–12 participants and lasted an
average of 1.5 h. Prior to the FGDs, the facilitators, who
were members of the local community, adapted ques-
tions and agreed upon culturally appropriate language
and expressions. We conducted FGDs in the local lan-
guage, with note takers simultaneously recording notes
in English. Following each session, the facilitators and
SG compiled notes, reviewed the data, and agreed on
key findings.

Table 1 Number and type of key informants

Type of participant Number of interviews

Health program manager 5

Front-line health worker 8

United Nations public health official 5

Total 18
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Data analysis
Data analysis involved an iterative process that coin-
cided with data collection. SG reviewed all notes,
transcribed audio-recordings, and read these mate-
rials repeatedly before generating an initial code-
book. This allowed us to gain a holistic
understanding of the data and increase familiarity.
We used both inductive and deductive approaches to
conduct content and thematic analyses [29, 30]. We
derived codes from the data and systematically coded
content line-by-line. After completing this initial

coding, we combined codes into broader organizing
themes and the organized these themes by general
area of inquiry, which were pre-determined (Table 3).
In the final analytic phase we compared the results
of the two components of the study to identify con-
cordant and discordant findings. We used NVIVO
10 to manage our data during the coding process
and help organize themes.
In the results section, we organize our findings

around stages in the reproductive cycle (preconcep-
tion, antenatal, childbirth, and postnatal) as these

Table 2 Composition and location of focus group discussions

Number of FGDs in Doro Camp Number of FGDs in Yusuf Batil Camp Number of participants

Mothers 2 2 44

Fathers 1 1 22

Grandmothers 1 1 22

TBAs 1 1 24

CHWs 1 1 27

Midwives – 1 8

Total 6 7 147

Table 3 Codes, themes, and areas of inquiry

Area of inquiry Organizing theme Codes

Preconception Family dynamics and the refugee experience Preferred family size
Drivers of family size
Restrictions of refugee camp life
Birth spacing
Family decision making
Suspicion over injectable contraceptive

Antenatal Nutrition and livelihoods Limited livelihoods
Cuts in food aid
Cuts in supplementary feeding
program for pregnant women

Childbirth Material incentives and facility delivery Incentives for facility delivery
Birth notification
Refusal of those ‘born on the way’

Barriers to facility delivery Donkey-cart ambulance
Security fears
Fear of referral (unfamiliar environment,
caesareans, male provider)
Ease and familiarity with home delivery

Shifting role of traditional birth attendant New role of TBAs
TBA support in antenatal
TBA support in childbirth and postpartum
Attitudes of TBAs

Postnatal Newborn feeding practices Traditional practices
Colostrum
Mixed feeding
Changes since arriving in camp

Umbilical and thermal care Lalobe seed ash/charcoal/oil for umbilicus
Thermal care practices
Kangaroo mother care

Care seeking for the newborn Clinic care
Traditional remedies for the newborn
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reflect our areas of inquiry. We then present the
most salient themes and provide representative quotes
to illustrate our findings. We have redacted and
masked all personally identifying information.

Results
Preconception period
Family dynamics and the refugee experience
Our FGDs participants reported preferences for a large
number of children (often 10 or more) in order to help
with household chores, increase family income, and gain
status within the community. However, restrictions of
refugee camp life appear to be impacting desired family
size. Housing, food, and livelihoods are severely re-
stricted in the camps, and refugees are dependent upon
humanitarian aid to meet their basic needs. Violent con-
flicts between refugees and the host population over re-
source use, such as collecting firewood, have placed
further strains on the population. As one participant in
the FGD with mothers explained, “In the north [Blue
Nile State] there was no problem – you could have as
many as you wanted, but here in Doro it is difficult to
have many children. We lack income – they cannot all
eat well.”
Groups discussed the issues of birth spacing and use

of contraceptives openly. Although most participants
stated that the number of children was “God’s will” and
contraceptive prevalence rates are low, family planning
did not seem to be a stigmatizing subject. Both men and
women extolled the benefits of family planning, includ-
ing increasing the time to breastfeed a child, allowing
the child to grow and be healthy, allowing the woman
time to rest, and creating less financial burden for the
family. Many participants referenced a two-year space
between babies as optimal and birth spacing methods
used included the tradition of postpartum abstinence,
breastfeeding, and the “injectable.” As one participant in
the FGD with fathers in Yusuf Batil notes, “Some
women are tired from delivery. If so, she can use the in-
jectable.” In our discussions with both mothers and
grandmothers, some women raised perceptions of
contraceptive coercion by health service professionals.
As one mother in Doro camp explained, “They never
ask us about family planning, but sometimes they give it
to us without permission, when we don’t want it. If they
see your children are too close in age they take you and
inject you without your permission.”
Both FGD participants and key informants reported

that decisions around family planning and other family
decisions are generally under the authority of the hus-
band, although many noted the importance the husband
and wife making joint decisions. However, men rarely, if
ever, attend postnatal visits where family planning is
discussed.

Antenatal period
Nutrition and livelihoods
Participants in all discussion groups reported that nutri-
tion was both the predominant “general health concern”
as well as the main method of “self care” during preg-
nancy. Lack of food was a significant stressor for FGD
participants and was raised frequently in the groups. At
the time of our study the population relied heavily on
food aid, however allocated food rations had been cut by
30% due to funding constraints. Camp residents had few
options for self-sufficiency, such as collecting of fire-
wood for sale, leaving much of the camp population
hungry. Community members recognized the need for
pregnant women to eat nutritious foods, avoid heavy
work, and reduce household chores but women strug-
gled to do so. As a pregnant participant in an FGD in
Doro camp explained:

We need good nutrition but we have no money to buy
food. You can force yourself to go into the woods to get
firewood to get some to sell, but you may fall, you are
carrying heavy things, and you may also get arrested
and your axe taken away for cutting wood.

Cuts in funding also resulted in the cancellation of the
Blanket Supplementary Feeding (BSF) program for preg-
nant and lactating women. One of the mothers in Doro
Camp lamented the diminished services:

These days they have stopped everything. They just
take the MUAC [mid-upper arm circumference] and
then say: ‘You are ok, you are not malnourished, just
go home.’ Why don’t they provide the food in time,
before there is a problem?

Childbirth period
Material incentives and facility use
Given the dire poverty in the camps, uptake of pre-
ventative care and facility-based childbirth services
appears to be closely linked to the receipt of material
incentives for attendance. Mothers acknowledged the
importance of attending antenatal care (ANC) visits
and highly valued the incentives they received, includ-
ing mosquito nets and BP5 (high energy) biscuits; the
amount and type of incentive varied depending on
the provider. Staff at the local Ministry of Health
hospital, who were not currently able to provide in-
centives due to funding issues, reported decreasing
attendance:

In 2012–2013 we were having a high number of
antenatals. But nowadays we have no soap, no
mosquito nets, no mamma kits, so the number of ANC
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visits are reducing. They are now going to the others.
The NGOs are having all these things but we don’t.

Postnatal care visits, which are not incentivized, not-
ably saw lower attendance than antenatal care visits.
Similarly, the most frequently mentioned reason for

choosing facility delivery over home delivery was due to
the receipt of the birth notification certificate. Getting
this directly from the hospital facilitates the child’s regis-
tration with UN agencies and eases acquisition of a ra-
tion card. Secondly, receiving “mamma kits” containing
basic supplies like mosquito netting, soap, a basin, and
cloth were highly sought after. Participants in our FGDs
also acknowledged that the skill of doctors and midwives
in providing safe care also motivated women to deliver
in facilities.
Despite the successes, the incentivizing of facility de-

livery has added to tensions between health workers and
parents. Mothers and fathers in our FGDs expressed
feeling discriminated against for delivering “on the way”
to the facility or at home, regardless of the reason for
the delivery site or their intentions. Mothers and fathers
also reported being turned away and scorned by health
facility staff when arriving at the facility with their
freshly birthed newborn, and not receiving immediate
postnatal care. As one mother in a Doro camp FGD ex-
plained, “Many of them [pregnant women] try to go by
foot but give birth on the way. If you deliver at home
there is no help. They [health facility staff] will say, ‘It’s
up to you. It’s not our problem, because you delivered at
home.’” A father, also in Doro camp, stated, “If your wife
has contractions, take her to the health centre. But if she
delivers on the way they won’t accept her.”
A number of the health workers that we spoke with,

both key informants and FGD participants, reported that
they believe some parents are purposefully coming late
in order to access some of the material incentives of-
fered to promote facility births without actually deliver-
ing in-facility. Regardless of the validity of this belief,
this dynamic appears to be restricting access to immedi-
ate postnatal care for the mother and newborn, as well
as creating a reciprocal mistrust between patients and
providers.

Barriers to facility delivery
The main barriers to facility delivery related to unreli-
able transportation, security concerns, comfort with
home delivery, and fears of an unfamiliar birthing envir-
onment. The camp-based emergency transport system
for women in labour (a donkey-cart) was not working
well in either camp resulting in delays or refusals of
transportation. Women in labour are advised to first
contact the traditional birth attendant (TBA), who then
assists her to arrange a donkey cart, which is often kept

at the home of the sheikh or umdah (clan leader). Secur-
ity fears due to recent violent attacks in Yusuf Batil
camp also made residents hesitant to leave home at
when in labour at night. As one participant in an FGD
with mothers explained, “It was night and I couldn’t get
to the hospital. My husband went to the sheikh to call
for the donkey cart, but he refused, so I delivered at
home, with a traditional birth attendant. My plan was to
deliver at the facility.”
Women and health workers also reported a fear of up-

ward referral from the primary health centre in the
camp to the secondary facility outside of the camp, re-
lated to lack of familiarity with the facility, fear of caesar-
ean section, and fear of being treated by a male health
worker.

The shifting role of the traditional birth attendant
The role of the traditional birth attendant is gradually
shifting in the community. NGO health service providers
discourage home deliveries and encouraged TBAs to act
as “companions”, assisting the labouring woman to reach
the health facility. However, the role of “companion”
does not permit the TBA to remain with the woman
once she is admitted to the health facility.
The TBAs who participated in our FGDs described

their traditional role as a supportive one, with care ex-
tending from the antenatal period through delivery and
into the postnatal period. During pregnancy they may
provide porridge and extra food to the woman or advo-
cate to her family and husband to do so. TBAs report
that this has become increasingly difficult due to limited
food availability in the camps. When the woman is in
labour, TBAs provide porridge, hot water for the woman
to bathe, help position the woman, and assist with the
delivery. They described performing episiotomies with a
razor blade if the baby’s head is big, and tying the umbil-
ical cord with a piece of grass or thread from a sack.
They use scissors or a piece of sharp grass to cut the
cord, depending what they have on hand, and then apply
charcoal from the Lalobe tree mixed with sesame oil, or
charcoal from a burned coir sack, to the umbilical
stump. They clear away any mucous from the baby’s
nose and mouth and put the baby skin-to- skin with
mother. If the baby is not breathing they describe hold-
ing the baby upside down and hitting him on the back
or feet. If the woman is bleeding after delivery they
“push on the abdomen to make the blood come out”.
TBAs in the FGDs stated that they support facility de-

livery and are happy in their new roles. However, they
feel unfairly blamed by health care providers if a woman
decides to deliver at home and later requests their help.
They would like to be able to remain with the mother
during the delivery in the facility and are also eager to
learn more skills from the midwives.
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Postpartum period
Infant feeding practices
Both key informants and FGD participants described
early, but not exclusive, breastfeeding as the traditional
newborn feeding practice in this community; women
typically supplement breast milk with animal milk,
water, and porridge. Commercial infant formula and bot-
tles are generally not used or available. Prior to arriving
in the camps (within the last 4 years), the norm was to
discard the colostrum. As one TBA in Yusuf Batil camp
explained, “In Blue Nile [source location] we wouldn’t
breastfeed the baby until it reaches one week of age, and
give water and porridge until then.”
Mothers and grandmothers described how their un-

derstanding of infant feeding practices have changed
considerably since arrival in the camps as a result of
health promotion messages. Colostrum is increasingly
recognized to be healthy and both grandmothers and
mothers in FGDs stated that they now wait until
6 months before introducing solid foods.

Umbilical cord and thermal care
The most common method of newborn umbilical cord
care is burning the seed of the Lalobe tree then grinding
it, mixing the resultant charcoal with sesame oil, and ap-
plying the mixture to the umbilicus. Health workers ap-
pear to give little advice to families on how to care for
the umbilicus at home.
Mothers and grandmothers expressed a good under-

standing and appreciation for thermal care practices in
the newborn period and described keeping the baby well
wrapped, using warm water to wash the baby, and keep-
ing the newborn close to the mother at all times. Al-
though extended skin-to-skin (Kangaroo Mother Care or
KMC) for premature babies was initially unfamiliar to
community members, word-of-mouth and observation
of the practice in the postnatal ward in Doro camp has
increased its acceptability among community members.
As one mother described, “If the baby is born in the sev-
enth month, put the baby between your breasts so it can
get warm. [The NGO] will give you blankets to cover
you.”
There were no specific cultural barriers raised to the

practice of KMC by community members. Potential bar-
riers raised by health workers include fatigue or illness
of the mother, lack of understanding of the method, and
lack of private space in facilities.

Care-seeking and traditional medicines
Women generally follow the traditional practice of
40 days of rest in the home following delivery, during
which time women are able to recuperate from the birth,
bond with the baby, and receive help with newborn care
from elder female family members. Community

members also described a tradition of a three-month
home confinement for premature babies. Women do not
perceive the preventative care offered as part of routine
postnatal care (PNC) as a priority. However, curative
health services are well regarded in the camps and par-
ticipants noted the kindness of doctors and their good
skills and knowledge. Long waiting times due to over-
crowding and dissatisfaction with the medications were
the main deterrents to clinic care. While the health
clinic was the first choice of care provider for a sick
newborn, grandmothers continue to prefer the care of
traditional healers. Both key informant and FGD partici-
pants report that traditional medicines are commonly
used in routine home care of the newborn. In addition
to using the charred Lalobe seed for umbilical care, a
variety of local seeds and roots are used for newborn ill-
nesses such as diarrhoea (Nabak tree roots or Kirua
bush roots pounded and mixed with water to form a
paste for ingestion), malaria (Ceremarium tree seeds),
and fever (topical application of Kamun seeds in oil). A
cloth bracelet filled with Kamun (cumin) seeds may also
be tied around the baby’s wrist to be sucked upon. An-
other traditional practice described includes feeding soil
from an ancestor’s grave to the baby to prevent diar-
rhoea. Similarly, when moving to a new place, parents
feed the baby a small amount of dirt from the ground of
the new location to prevent diarrhoea.

Discussion
Understanding local sociocultural and contextual factors
is crucial for identifying potential barriers and facilitators
to newborn health and survival at the home and com-
munity level, and developing targeted and locally rele-
vant interventions to improve outcomes. In Maban
camps, despite the difficult conditions, community
members generally hold positive perceptions of health
services and are receptive to health promotion messages,
including for facility-based childbirth and improved in-
fant feeding practices. At the same time, numerous chal-
lenges to exist related to insecurity, limited options for
livelihoods and self-sufficiency, poor nutrition, shortage
of food due to cuts in food rations, and certain harmful
home-based newborn care practices. As well, despite
their availability, key services such as ANC, facility deliv-
ery, and PNC continue to be underutilised [12].

Removing barriers to facility-based delivery
Skilled birth attendance is a key factor in improving both
maternal and neonatal outcomes [2]. Our findings sup-
port previous service reviews in refugee camps which
found notable shifts in cultural norms towards facility
delivery [6]. In Maban camps, although refugee women
stated that they preferred health facilities for delivery, a
cohort of women continue to deliver at home. Similar to
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many other low-income settings, the “ease” of home de-
livery coupled with transportation difficulties are leading
reasons why women opt for home deliveries [31]. In
Maban camps we found the donkey-cart ambulance for
women in labour, although a community asset, also cre-
ated barriers for women trying to reach a health facility
as it was frequently unavailable to them. Working with
key community leaders to improve access to the
donkey-cart ambulances, as well as developing a birth
and emergency plan with the expectant mother during
antenatal care visits are important steps to address this
barrier. Insecurity in the camps also made expectant
parents hesitate to leave home during labour, particularly
at night. In such cases, the provision of clean delivery
kits for use in the home, containing soap, sterile blade
and cord ties, clean plastic sheet, and gloves, with clear
instructions on their use, would reduce some potential
risks of home delivery when it is unavoidable.
Fears of an unfamiliar birth environment, caesarean

section, and being treated by male staff were raised as
reasons why women may reject facility delivery, or may
not agree to be transferred to a higher level of care.
These findings are very similar to those expressed by
refugee women in our reviews of Somali refugee camps
in Kenya [32]. Further, these results are in line with a
qualitative evidence synthesis of 34 studies which found
that unfamiliar or undesirable birth practices, lack of
privacy, lack of social support, and fear of cutting (episi-
otomy or caesarean section) were common factors that
decreased facility-based delivery in low and
middle-income countries [31]. Allowing a birth compan-
ion of the women’s choice to accompany her through
labour and delivery is a simple method to increase
women’s comfort, improve experiences of care, and im-
prove newborn outcomes [33, 34]. Given that TBAs who
are supportive of health facility delivery are available in
Maban, allowing them to remain with the labouring
woman in the health facility to provide emotional sup-
port and comfort may be a simple and low-cost step to
help to improve facility delivery rates and provide more
culturally appropriate services.

The use of incentives to increase utilization of maternal
services
The simple material incentives such as soap and mos-
quito nets that are used to encourage attendance at
ANC visits and the birth notification and “mamma kits”
received for facility delivery appear to be effective in in-
creasing utilization. A number of other studies have
shown the effectiveness of non-monetary material incen-
tives to increase the uptake of health services [35–37].
However, incentives are of limited use if other key bar-
riers, such as transport and security, are not addressed.
Further, the inconsistency of incentives provided by

different providers (for example, NGOs versus the Min-
istry of Health) results in disparities between camp resi-
dents, and between refugee and host populations.
Similarly, providing incentives for only select services
(for example, ANC but not PNC) may inadvertently
send a message about their relative importance. In this
setting, incentives have also led to reciprocal mistrust
between health providers and patients; some health
workers fear that they are being manipulated and in
some cases are refusing to provide care. Given these
complexities, it is important that incentives be standard-
ized across care providers in close proximity to one an-
other in order to avoid creating or deepening inequities.
It is also critical that incentives not be used in a punitive
way, a dynamic that fuels distrust between patient and
health provider.

Impacting home-based maternal and newborn care
practices
Maternal nutrition, breastfeeding, and thermal and um-
bilical care are key contributors to newborn health and
survival [2]. Poor nutrition emerged as a general health
concern for FGD participants, as well as the leading con-
cern during pregnancy. Notably, at the time of our study,
global acute malnutrition rates were up to 15% in South
Sudan camps (critical) and the anaemia rates for women
of reproductive age and children 6–59 months were up
to 55% (high) and 31% (medium-high), respectively [38].
The withdrawal of nutrition programs for pregnant and
lactating women was particularly frustrating to women
and families. There is a pressing need to ensure reliable
and balanced nutritional support for pregnant women as
well as increased opportunities for livelihoods in the
camps.
While breastfeeding is a primary method of infant

feeding, early and exclusive breastfeeding is not the trad-
itional norm. However, participants described a shift
away from harmful traditional practices such as discard-
ing colostrum, delayed initiation of breastfeeding, and
mixed feeding of the newborn, following health promo-
tion efforts in the camps. Umbilical cord care practices
continue to be strongly dominated by potentially harm-
ful traditional methods and specifically the application of
ash from the Lalobe tree or charcoal and oil. Commu-
nity members and health workers alike seem generally
unaware of recommended umbilical care practices, indi-
cating a need for increased education on this subject.
Similar to other studies in the region [20, 26, 27],
traditional remedies are often used concurrently with
biomedical health seeking and are particularly popu-
lar among grandmothers who may choose them
ahead of clinic-based services, suggesting a need for
increased health promotion efforts that include the
extended family.

Gee et al. BMC International Health and Human Rights           (2018) 18:40 Page 8 of 10



Studies have shown that community-based interven-
tions, including health promotion groups and home
visits by trained community health workers, can be ef-
fective in reducing stillbirths and neonatal mortality, in-
creasing referrals for care in the case of pregnancy
complications, and improving breastfeeding practices
[39]. The camps in Maban benefit from a network of
community health workers who are themselves refugees
and therefore familiar with local languages, beliefs, and
customs. Increasing their skills and knowledge in mater-
nal and newborn health and implementing an organized
system of home visits in the antenatal and postnatal pe-
riods may be valuable to improve infant feeding and um-
bilical care practices. This approach also allows the
involvement of elder females and husbands in health
promotion messages, which is important given the
strong influence that elder female social networks have
on important practices such as pregnancy care, place of
delivery, family nutrition, and infant feeding practices
[40].

Limitations
This study has a number of limitations. We completed
the overarching assessment, including the qualitative
pieces, in only two refugee camps in South Sudan; we
did not explore the experiences of urban or non-camp
refugees. This necessarily limits the transferability of our
findings. Although we conducted FGDs in the local lan-
guage, simultaneous note taking in English may have led
to translation errors and a loss of depth of meaning.
Time constraints resulted in shorter than desired train-
ing sessions for focus group facilitators. Further, the lim-
ited timeframe for our fieldwork meant that we could
not use thematic saturation as an end point for data col-
lection. We reviewed our preliminary findings with
field-level staff but we did not review our findings and
recommendations with community-based participants;
future research might benefit from more robust member
checking. It is recognized that the roles of the first two
authors, being both UNHCR staff and conducting data
collection, may have influenced the responses of partici-
pants. Finally, the positionalities of our team members,
including gender, nationality, race, profession, and edu-
cational level, undoubtedly influenced our reporting and
interpretation. Daily supervision, regular debriefings
among team members, reflexive memoing in the field
journal, and triangulation helped us minimize these limi-
tations and increase the credibility and trustworthiness
of our findings.

Conclusion
In order to improve newborn health outcomes, in
addition to ensuring quality health services, service pro-
viders must have an understanding of the sociocultural

and contextual environment that shape beliefs and prac-
tices and impact health service utilization. This study
has identified numerous factors across the reproductive
lifecycle that, if effectively addressed, have the potential
to improve outcomes. Improving nutritional support and
community-based emergency transportation, allowing a
birth companion to be present during delivery, address-
ing harmful home-based newborn care practices such as
mixed feeding and the application of foreign substances
to the umbilicus, and optimizing the skills and know-
ledge of community health workers to conduct home
visits are important areas of focus moving forward. Past
successes have promoted healthier infant feeding prac-
tices and improved facility-based delivery rates thus indi-
cating the community’s receptiveness to health
promotion messages and the potential for continued
improvements.

Abbreviations
ANC: Antenatal care; BSF: Blanket Supplementary Feeding; FGD: Focus group
discussion; KMC: Kangaroo Mother Care; MUAC: Mid-upper arm
circumference; NGO: Non-governmental organization; PNC: Postnatal care;
SPLM-N: Sudanese People’s Liberation Movement-North; TBA: Traditional
birth attendant; UNHCR: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank the field teams who assisted in the carrying
out the qualitative study and Dr. Morten Skovdal for providing feedback on
an earlier version of this article.

Funding
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation funded this project. The funder had
no input into the design, implementation, analysis, or reporting of this
research.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analysed during the current study are available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Authors’ contributions
SG and JV led the conceptualization and design of the baseline assessment.
SG and JV supervised data collection and SG analysed the data. AMF
conceptualized and completed scoping review of the anthropological
literature. SG conceptualized the paper and was the principal author. All
authors revised and approved the final text.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
UNHCR Geneva reviewed and approved the baseline assessment protocol
however a formal ethics review committee was not used. We followed
informed consent procedures. Key informants reviewed and signed a
consent form before each interview. We read aloud an introductory
statement about the purpose of the session, use of data, and voluntary and
confidential nature of participation at the beginning of each focus group
discussion.

Consent for publication
Not applicable

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Gee et al. BMC International Health and Human Rights           (2018) 18:40 Page 9 of 10



Author details
1United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Case Postale 2500,
CH-1211 Genève 2, Dépôt, Switzerland. 2University of Ottawa, 1 Stewart
Street, 312-B, Ottawa, ON K1N6N5, Canada.

Received: 6 July 2018 Accepted: 31 October 2018

References
1. UNICEF. Levels and trends in child mortality: Report 2017 [Internet]. 2017.

Available from: https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/Child_Mortality_
Report_2017.pdf. Accessed 5 June 2017.

2. Bhutta ZA, Das JK, Bahl R, Lawn JE, Salam RA, Paul VK, et al. Can available
interventions end preventable deaths in mothers, newborn babies, and
stillbirths, and at what cost? Lancet. 2014;384(9940):347–70.

3. UNICEF. State of the World’s Children 2016. Available from https://www.
unicef.org/publications/files/UNICEF_SOWC_2016.pdf. Accessed 6 June
2017.

4. Whitmill J, Blanton C, Doraiswamy S, Cornier N, Schilperood M, Spiegel
P, et al. Retrospective analysis of reproductive health indicators in the
United Nations high commissioner for refugees post-emergency camps
2007 – 2013. Confl Health. 2016:1–13 Available from: https://doi.org/10.
1186/s13031-016-0069-6.

5. Hynes M, Sakani O, Spiegel P, Cornier N. A study of refugee maternal
mortality in 10 countries, 2008-2010. Int Perspect Sex Reprod Health
[Internet]. 2012;38(4):205–13.

6. Casey S, Chynoweth SK, Cornier N, Gallagher MC, Wheeler EE. Progress and
gaps in reproductive health services in three humanitarian settings: mixed-
methods case studies. Confl Health. 2015;9(Suppl 1):S3.

7. UNHCR. Year in Review 2015: Displacement in and from South Sudan
[internet]. 2016. Available from: https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/
details/30669. Accessed 20 Oct 2017.

8. UNHCR. Doro camp snapshot. 2014. Available from https://data2.unhcr.org/en/
documents/details/29798. Accessed 24 Oct 2017.

9. UNHCR. Yusuf Batil camp snapshot. 2014. Available from https://data2.unhcr.
org/en/documents/details/29800. Accessed 24 Oct 2017.

10. WHO. Key country indicators: South Sudan [Internet]. 2016. Available from:
http://apps.who.int/gho/data/node.cco.ki-SSD?lang=en. Accessed 24 Oct
2017.

11. UNFPA. World Population Dashboard, ICPD Goals and Demographic
Indicators 2015 [Internet]. 2015 [cited 26 Oct 2017]. Available from: http://
www.unfpa.org/data/world-population-dashboard

12. UNHCR. Health information system South Sudan report 2015. Unpublished.
13. UNHCR. South Sudan Situation 2017 [Internet]. 2017. Available from: http://

www.unhcr.org/593e9e9b7.pdf. Accessed 27 Oct 2017.
14. Aveyard R, Apune J. Understanding knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and

practices around reproductive, maternal, neonatal, and child health in South
Sudan. [Internet]. 2013. Available from: http://www.bbc.co.uk/mediaaction/
publications-and-resources/research/summaries/africa/south-sudan/health.
Accessed 27 Oct 2017.

15. Mugo N, Zwi AB, Botfield JR, Steiner C. Maternal and child health in South Sudan:
priorities for the Post-2015 agenda. SAGE Open. 2015;5(2):2158244015581190.

16. Pillsbury B. Child spacing & family planning in South Sudan: Knowledge,
attitudes, practices and unmet need [Internet]. 2011. Available from: http://
ghpro.dexisonline.com/sites/default/files/resources/legacy/sites/default/files/
SouthSudanChild Spacing%26FamilyPlanning-MainReport_
508%28secured%29_3–6-12.pdf. Accessed 24 Oct 2017.

17. Hutchinson S. Nuer dilemmas: coping with money, war and the state.
London: University of California Press; 1996.

18. Onyango M, Mott S. The nexus between bridewealth, family curse, and
spontaneous abortion among southern Sudanese women. J Nurs Scholarsh.
2011;43(4):376–84.

19. Kane S, Kok M, Rial M, Matere A, Dieleman M, Broerse JE. Social norms and
family planning decisions in South Sudan. BMC Public Health. 2016;16(1):1183.

20. Serizawa A, Ito K, Algaddal A, Eltaybe R. Cultural perceptions and health
behaviors related to safe motherhood among village women in eastern
Sudan: ethnographic study. Int J Nurs Stud. 2014;51:572–81.

21. Okegbile E. South Sudanese refugee women’s healthcare access and use.
University of Arizona; 2014. Available from: http://arizona.openrepository.
com/arizona/bitstream/10150/338882/1/azu_etd_13635_sip1_m.pdf.
Accessed 24 Oct 2017.

22. Onyango M. Women’s experiences with abortion complications in the post
war context of South Sudan. PhD thesis. Boston College; 2010. Available
from https://dlib.bc.edu/islandora/object/bc-ir:102049/view_premis.
Accessed 25 Oct 2017.

23. Mugo NS, Agho KE, Dibley MJ. Risk factors for non-use of skilled birth
attendants: analysis of South Sudan household survey, 2010. Matern Child
Health J. 2016;20(6):1266–79.

24. Sudan Ministry of Health. Knowledge, attitudes and practices (KAP) in the
Sudanese communities for their health seeking behavior. 2011. Available
from: www.fmoh.gov.sd/index.php/files/download/14. Accessed 24 Oct
2017.

25. WHO. Sudan key indicators. 2016. Available from http://apps.who.int/gho/
data/node.cco.ki-SDN?lang=en. Accessed 25 Oct 2017.

26. Lawry L, Canteli C, Rabenzanahary T, Pramana W. A mixed methods
assessment of barriers to maternal, newborn and child health in Gogrial
west, South Sudan. Reprod Health. 2017;14:12.

27. Dræbela T, Gueth Kueilb B. Lay perceptions of malaria and therapeutic
itinerary of resettled pregnant women in South Sudan. Int Health. 2014;6:
317–21.

28. Bryman A. Social research methods. 4th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press; 2012.
29. Deniz N, Lincoln Y. The Sage handbook of qualitative research. 3rd Edition.

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications Ltd.; 2005.
30. Elo S, Kyngäs H. The qualitative content analysis process. J Adv Nurs. 2008;

62(1):107–15.
31. Bohren M, Hunter E, Munthe-Kaas H, Souza J, Vogel J, Gülmezoglu A.

Facilitators and barriers to facility-based delivery in low-and middle-income
countries: a qualitative evidence synthesis. Reprod Health. 2014;11(1).
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD003766.pub6.

32. Gee S, Vargas J, Foster A. Exploring the influence of sociocultural context
and care experiences on newborn health among Somali refugees in UNHCR
supported camps in Kenya. Under Rev. 2018.

33. Hodnett E, Gates S, Hofmeyr J, Sakala C. Continuous support for women
during childbirth (review). Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2012;10. https://doi.
org/10.1002/14651858.CD003766.pub3.

34. WHO. Companion of choice during labour and childbirth for improved
quality of care [Internet]. Geneva; 2016. Available from: http://apps.who.int/
iris/bitstream/10665/250274/1/WHO-RHR-16.10-eng.pdf?ua=1. Accessed 26
Oct 2017.

35. van den Akker T, Radge G, Mateyu A, Mwagomba B, Bemelmans M, Reid T.
Can non-monetary incentives increase health facility deliveries? The
experience in Thyolo District, Malawi. Int Health. 2011;3(1):66–8.

36. Banerjee A, Duflo E, Glennerster R, Kothari D. Improving immunisation
coverage in rural India: clustered randomised controlled evaluation of
immunisation campaigns with and without incentives. BMJ. 2010;340:c2220.

37. Nglazi M, van Schaik N, Kranzer K, Lawn S, Wood R, Bekker L. An
incentivized HIV counseling and testing program targeting hard-to-reach
jobless men in Cape Town, South Africa. J Acquir Immune Defic Syndr.
2012;59(3):e28–34.

38. UNHCR. Standardized Expanded Nutrition Survey (SENS): Upper Nile state
(unpublished). 2015.

39. Lassi ZS, Haider BA, Bhutta ZA. Community-based intervention packages for
reducing maternal and neonatal morbidity and mortality and improving
neonatal outcomes. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2010;11(11):CD007754.

40. Aubel J. The role and influence of grandmothers on child nutrition: culturally
designated advisors and caregivers. Matern Child Nutr. 2012;8:19–35.

Gee et al. BMC International Health and Human Rights           (2018) 18:40 Page 10 of 10

https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/Child_Mortality_Report_2017.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/Child_Mortality_Report_2017.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/UNICEF_SOWC_2016.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/UNICEF_SOWC_2016.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13031-016-0069-6
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13031-016-0069-6
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/30669
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/30669
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/29798
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/29798
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/29800
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/29800
http://apps.who.int/gho/data/node.cco.ki-SSD?lang=en
http://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population-dashboard
http://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population-dashboard
http://www.unhcr.org/593e9e9b7.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/593e9e9b7.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/mediaaction/publications-and-resources/research/summaries/africa/south-sudan/health
http://www.bbc.co.uk/mediaaction/publications-and-resources/research/summaries/africa/south-sudan/health
http://ghpro.dexisonline.com/sites/default/files/resources/legacy/sites/default/files/SouthSudanChild%20Spacing%26FamilyPlanning-MainReport_508%28secured%29_3%E2%80%936-12.pdf
http://ghpro.dexisonline.com/sites/default/files/resources/legacy/sites/default/files/SouthSudanChild%20Spacing%26FamilyPlanning-MainReport_508%28secured%29_3%E2%80%936-12.pdf
http://ghpro.dexisonline.com/sites/default/files/resources/legacy/sites/default/files/SouthSudanChild%20Spacing%26FamilyPlanning-MainReport_508%28secured%29_3%E2%80%936-12.pdf
http://ghpro.dexisonline.com/sites/default/files/resources/legacy/sites/default/files/SouthSudanChild%20Spacing%26FamilyPlanning-MainReport_508%28secured%29_3%E2%80%936-12.pdf
http://arizona.openrepository.com/arizona/bitstream/10150/338882/1/azu_etd_13635_sip1_m.pdf
http://arizona.openrepository.com/arizona/bitstream/10150/338882/1/azu_etd_13635_sip1_m.pdf
https://dlib.bc.edu/islandora/object/bc-ir:102049/view_premis
http://www.fmoh.gov.sd/index.php/files/download/14
http://apps.who.int/gho/data/node.cco.ki-SDN?lang=en
http://apps.who.int/gho/data/node.cco.ki-SDN?lang=en
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD003766.pub6
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD003766.pub3
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD003766.pub3
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/250274/1/WHO-RHR-16.10-eng.pdf?ua=1
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/250274/1/WHO-RHR-16.10-eng.pdf?ua=1

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	South Sudan
	Reproductive beliefs and practices
	Postnatal care practices
	Care-seeking behaviours


	Methods
	Data collection
	Sampling
	Key informant interviews
	Focus group discussions
	Data analysis

	Results
	Preconception period
	Family dynamics and the refugee experience

	Antenatal period
	Nutrition and livelihoods

	Childbirth period
	Material incentives and facility use
	Barriers to facility delivery
	The shifting role of the traditional birth attendant

	Postpartum period
	Infant feeding practices
	Umbilical cord and thermal care
	Care-seeking and traditional medicines


	Discussion
	Removing barriers to facility-based delivery
	The use of incentives to increase utilization of maternal services
	Impacting home-based maternal and newborn care practices
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Authors’ contributions
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Publisher’s Note
	Author details
	References

