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Beliefs about dementia: An ethnographic study of spiritual leaders’ perceptions of how African Americans 
recognize, identify, and give meaning to dementia-related symptoms
By 2050, most of the population growth will be in the African American population, and other minorities. 
Because of this, it is important to study the health-care habits of African Americans. One example of a 
disease in which African American’s health care beliefs are unclear is dementia. Dementia is an umbrella 
term that describes a variety of diseases and conditions that develop when nerve cells in the brain die or no 
longer function normally. Symptoms include memory loss, communication issues, functional incapacity, 
psychiatric disorders, personality changes, impaired judgment, and unpredictable mood changes. In order to 
learn more about the beliefs of African Americans regarding dementia, an ethnographic study took place in 
which clergy members were interviewed in order to fully understand how African Americans recognize and 
give meaning to dementia and dementia Related Symptoms. Interviews lasted approximately 90 minutes. 
Within this time, the participants were engaged in dialogue about their experiences with dementia. After the 
interview took place, the interview responses were transcribed and coded to find significant themes about 
the beliefs of dementia. Due to the purely qualitative nature of this study, no statistical analyses were 
performed. This study demonstrated that there may be numerous barriers that prevent some African 
Americans from receiving the help and treatment they need when confronting dementia, including limited 
resources, a lack of accurate knowledge of dementia causes and treatments, culturally held views of help-
seeking behaviors, and misinformation provided by non-medical confidants such as clergy members.
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