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Each society organizes its health care system in ways 
congruous with its culture. All nations search for ways to 
contain costs; provide accessible, high-quality, and effective 
care; manage care for disabilities and chronic illnesses; and 
find treatments for infectious diseases (Pescosolido and 
Boyer 2010). Western scientific medicine has spread 
throughout the world but some of the ideas from other 
parts of the world now influence Western approaches to 
health and illness, as the following example from China 
illustrates.

One result of the spread of medical ideas around the 
world is the complementary and alternative medicines 
(CAM) movement in the United States and other Global 
North countries. CAM includes health care systems, prac-
tices, and products used to complement conventional 
medicine or as alternative medicine used in place of con-
ventional medicine. CAM therapies include acupuncture 
and chiropractic, natural products, special diets, and 
megavitamin therapy, and nearly 40% of U.S. citizens use 
one or more of these approaches (GoodTherapy.org 2012; 
National Center for Complementary and Alternative 
Medicine 2013). Although acupuncture has been prac-
ticed for more than 5,000 years in China, only in the 
1970s, when relations with China improved, did this 
treatment become known and practiced in the West. 
Many doctors in the Global North reject the practice as 
unscientific and ineffective, and some regulating agen-
cies have put limits on its practice. However, many 
patients seek out those who can practice it. Some insur-
ance companies cover the costs of acupuncture, and the 
World Health Organization recognizes more than 40 con-
ditions that acupuncture can treat effectively (G. Weiss 
and Lonnquist 2015).

Health care systems around the world illustrate the 
impact of national and global political and economic 
factors on the health care available to citizens. The 
political and economic systems of countries and the 
health of their economies influence their philosophy 
toward health care and the money each country puts 
into it. International events, such as wars and the 
spread of refugees, influence availability of health care 
within countries. International organizations, such  
as the World Health Organization, play a key role in 
addressing epidemics and pandemics throughout the 
world.

Thinking Sociologically
What can countries learn by studying other health 
care systems? Give examples.

Globalization of Medical Problems.  The interna-
tional sale of body parts reveals how health care relates 
to social stratification and crosses national borders. In 
some countries, people at the bottom of the stratification 
system are so desperately poor that they sell parts of 
their body to help their families survive. For example, 
mothers and fathers in some poor slums of Mumbai and 
other cities in India and Pakistan sell their kidneys to 
those who plan to resell them to patients (primarily in 
Global North nations) in need of a new kidney and with 
the money to buy one. The individuals who sell their 
body parts tend to do so for money to pay for housing, 
food, education for their children, and dowries for their 
daughters to marry. In the process, their health can suf-
fer due to complications during or after the surgery to 
remove their organ, and when the money is gone, life is 
even more difficult. Although laws were passed in India 
in 1994 banning the sale of human organs, few violators 
face capture and punishment (“Body Parts for Sale” 
2008, Scheper-Hughes 2014). At last report, the only 
nation where the sale of body organs was legal was Iran, 
which permits the sale of blood, breast milk, hair, eggs, 
sperm, and even the womb (“Body Parts for Sale” 2008; 
Kasperkevic 2014).

Three crimes are common in the organ trade: deceiv-
ing victims into giving up an organ, not paying an agreed 
price for removal of an organ, and treating persons for an 
ailment that may or may not exist and taking organs in 

An unemployed man, Dwi Waryono, holds a placard advertising 
his kidney for sale in Jakarta in 2013. The placard reads, “I was 
a blood donor. I will donate my kidney to pay for the cost of my 
children’s schooling.” For people in severe poverty, selling a body 
organ is a way to care for one’s family, for it can raise several 
thousand dollars.
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