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Community knoulndge, attitudes, beliefs and practices are essential in any
diarrhoea research. This cross-sectional study addresses tlrese qu.estiort.s in a
semi-urban comrnunity in the Eastern Prouirtce of Saudi Arabiu. The study
included 344 subjects and 276 controls of all age groups. Most people had
reasonable knoutledge of diarrhoea. Mothers of chi ldren uith diarchoea

continued to feed them durht5; the attack. Houeuer, sotne commuttity practices
uere fowtd to be harmful. The majority of diurchoea cases neither sought

medical attentiott, nor used oral rehydration salts (ORS) at home. Instead, they
resorted to fauhy self-medication. Ouerall use of ORS was 53%o; much less thant
expected. Education of heahh personnel on ORS might improue its use. lt uus

found that the community neetls to be etlucated on the bene.fits of hanrl washing
before meals and ufter changhry soiled tliapers, uashhrg of eggs and the use of

boil,ed uater for the preparutiotl of infant preparilry fee.ds.
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INTRODUCTION

Diarrhoea is a major cause of morbidiry and

mor ta l i t y  in  the  deve lop ing  wor ld l .  A  number  o f

s tud ies  on  d ia r rhoea have been recent ly

published in Saudi Arabia. However, only few

studies have been conducted in the Eastern

Province and even these are mostly retrospective

and confined to children2'3.

The knowledge, att i tudes and bel iefs oF the

community are important in any research on

diarrhoea. Equally important are the patterns of

infant feeding, weaning and other practices. This

study addresses these aspects as well as the use of

oral rehydration therapy (ORT).
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METHODS

Study Area & Population

The populat ion for this study was drawn

from Thogba; a typical new and urbanized

township with a high Saudi population. It is part

o f  a  met ropo l i tan  complex  o f  the  Eas tern

Prov ince  o f  Saud i  Arab ia .  Thogba has  a

popu la t ion  made up o f  a l l  soc io -economic

groups. The prevalence ofdiarrhoeal disease can
therefore be expected to be considerable.

The study populat ion comprised Saudis of
all age groups. A l0o/o sample of the households

gave us 580 households, al l  of which were
visited. After surveying the community for
diarrhoea, a control group, matched for age &
sex, was also randomly selected from the same
communrty.

For the purpose ofthe study, acute diarrhoea

was defined as a "signif icant change in bowel
hab i ts  toward  decreased cons is tency  and
increased frequency of not more than five days
duration as described by the individual or parent
of a chi ld"a. A structured questionnaire was
des igned to  co l lec t  in fo rmat ion  on  bas ic

personal data, eating and personal habits, infant

f e e d i n g ,  c o n c e p t s  o f  d i a r r h o e a ,  h o m e

m a n a g e m e n t  o f  d i a r r h o e a ,  a n d  O r a l
Rehydration Salts (ORS).

The questionnaire contained open and
close-ended questions in simple Arabic similar to
that spoken by the locals in Thogba. The
questionnaire was tested in a pi lot study for
va l ida t ion  purposes  and was consequenr ly

improved afterwards. The f inal version was
admin is te red  by  

"  
ream o f  in te rv iewers

composed of senior resident doctors in the King
Fa isa l  Fe l lowsh ip  Program in  Fami ly  and
Community Medicine. The team was trained
and headed by one of the investigarors (H.B).

Answers were checked on daily basis during
the field work for completeness and feedback
was given to the interviewers. Although the
majori ty of respondents were fathers, mothers
were called by the interviewers whenever ir was
felt  that the father was in doubt or could not
give precise information.

As the field work proceeded, it was realized

that diarrhoea cases were not as many as
expected and this was the reason why adult cases
were included. So the study population included
all age groups. \,X/hen the "case" was a child, the
fa ther /mother  was asked ro  answer  the
questions.

A data base was created for analysis of data
and a Biomedical Computer Program Package
(BHCP) was used.

Table 1
Causes of Diarrhoea according to respondents in the cornrnunity.

Cause Cases(%) Controls (o/o) Total P-Value OR* 95o/o C.l .$

Eating old food

Poorly
prepared food

Eating raw
meat

Dr ink ing .  ,unpasteunzeo
m i l k

Je.ething in
lnrants

5e (87)

56 (82)
64 (e4)

65 (e6)

64 (e4)

23 (34)

r85 (67)

155 (56)

275 (99)

242 (88)

273 (99)

4  ( 1 )

0 .001

0.001
0.00r

0.03

0.03

0.0001

1.5-6 .8

1 .9-7 .1
0.01-0.5

0.9-10.2

0.03-0.8

11.4-104.4

244

211

339

307

337

27

) . L

J . O

0 . 1

3 .0

0.2

34.8
* OR: Odds Ratio.
$: C.l. Confidence Interval
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Table 2
Feeding pattern during diarrhoea and milk feed preparation

Cause Cases(%) Controls (o/o) Total (o/o) P-Value OR* 95o/o C.I.$

Bottle feeding
conunueo

Discontinued

Total

26 (65)

14 (35)

40

1 6 1  ( 8 r )

37 (19)

1 9 8

r87 (79)

51  (21 )

238

0.02 0.4 0.2-0.9

Used unboiled
water ln
oreparat ion of
teecls

Used boiled water

Total

l0  (48)

r1 (52)

21

3 (7)

39 (93)

4 Z

13 (21)

50 (79)

OJ

0.0004 r  1 . 8 2.8-50.6

* OR: Odds Ratio.
$: C.l. Confidence Interval

RESULTS

The size of the populat ion was 344, olut of

which 68 were cases and 276 controls. There

was identical distr ibution of the dif ferent age

groups  in  the  communi ty  bu t  ch i ld ren

predominate d; 72o/o for cases and 760/o for

controls. The distr ibution o[ sex in the study

group was more variable; there were more cases

recorded in males (60%) than in females (40o/o).

KNOWLEDGE, ATTITUDES
& PRACTICES

When asked to define Diarrhoea, more cases

than controls gave a better definition (P value =

0.0001) .  Tab le  1  shows what  the  cases  and

controls in the community considered as causes

of diarrhoea. More cases than controls thought

that ( i)  eating old food or ( i i )  poorly prepared

food or ( i i i )  raw meat and ( iv) teething in inlants

caused d ia r rhoea.  These d i f fe rences  were

s ign i f i can t ,  (P  va lues  o f  0 .0001,  0 .0001,  0 .03

and 0.0001 respectively). On the other hand,

more  cont ro ls  (99Vo)  than cases  (94o/o)

associated the drinking of unpasteurized milk

w i th  d ia r rhoea.  The d i f fe rence was a lso

stat ist ical ly signif i  cant (P<0.03).

INFANT FEEDING DURING DIARRHOEA
& MILK FEED PREPARATION

Table 2 shows the infant feeding pattern

during diarrhoea as well  as preparation of milk.

The data show that signif icantly more mothers

of control chi ldren than of cases would continue

to bott le feed their chi ldren during diarrhoea
(P<0.02) .  The use o f  bo i led  water  in  p repar ing

infant milk was found to be signif icantly asso-

ciated with fewer cases of diarrhoea in these in-

fants than in those for whom unboiled water was

used. I t  was also found that many more chi ldren

in the control group had their feeding bott les

cleaned with boi led water than was the case in

children who had diarrhoea. This difference was

stat ist ical ly signif icant (P = 0.002).

WASHING OF EGGS AND HANDS AND
DIARRHOEA

lVith regard to hand washing, a signif icant

difference in the desirable habit of hand washing

aFter diaper change was found between controls

(780/o) and cases (35olo) (P value < 0.001).

S imi la r ly ,  more  cont ro ls  washed the i r  hands

before meals than did cases.

Table 3
Home Management of diarrhoea

Management Cases (o/o) Controls (9o)

Bed rest
Herbs
Antibiotics
Others

38 (56)
5 (7)

17 (25)
8  ( 1 2 )

258 (93)
2 (0.8)
1 1  ( 4 )

5 (2)

Total
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I t  was also found that in both srudy

populations more controls than cases washed

eggs before use, 80%o and 44o/o, respectively; (P

<  0 . 0 0 0 1 ) .

HOME MANAGEMENT OF DIARRHOEA

AND USE OF ORS

Table 3 shows the home management of
diarrhoea for cases and controls. Self medication

with antibiotics was practised in both popula-
tion groups but was significantly more so among
cases than controls (P = 0.0001). Interestingly,

only a few subjects in both groups used herbs for

the management of diarrhoea. Vhen asked to
recall the types of home remedies without being
prompted, none of the respondents mentioned
the use of ORS. However, when its use was sug-

gested to them, 54o/o of the controls 49olo cases
admitted using ORS. The overall use of ORS in
the community did not exceed 53o/o of cases and
controls. Most cases and controls considered bed
rest important.

DISCUSSION

Health workers in every society musr be
conversant with the conceprs on diarrhoeal
disease held by the local population, since wrong

concepts would be harmful. Every effort should

be directed towards educating the populat ion
about these wrong ideas whenever they are
detected. In this study, it was noted that most of
the people had reasonable knowledge of what
diarrhoea is. Only a minority of the populat ion
sti l l  hold on to the bel ief that teething in an
infant is a cause of diarrhoea. However, when

the  "p rac t ices"  o f  the  popu lar ion  were
considered, it was found that there were several
deficiencies that would have to be addressed. For
example, the practice of washing hands either

before eating or after changing a chi ld's soi led
diaper needs to be actively encouraged through

the use o[effective visual aids to demonstrare the

transmission of endemic pathogens into the

mouth through contaminated hands.

Health education of this and other ooints
related to diarrhoea could be achieved through

the mass media in a health education program ro

be designed and conducted by the primary
health care program administrators. Boys and
girls' schools are appropriare places for such
education on diarrhoea.

fu the community is becoming more literate,
much can be done through leaflets and posrers
in clinics, shops and schools. Indeed, ORS could
easily and safely be sold in ordinary shops and
canteens the way Aspirin is in some countries.

Similarly, it is obvious that the population is
not aware that the shel ls of eggs can be
contaminated by bacteria especially Salmonella5,
and therefore should be adequately cleaned
beflore being broken for use ro avoid
contaminat ing  the  food w i th  pa thogens.
Another harmful practice recorded, was rhat a
significantly fewer number of mothers of cases of
ch i ld ren  d id  no t  use  bo i led  warer  when
preparing feeds for them. This fact becomes
even more crucial when i t  is real ized that
although the drinking warer is from taps, ir is
collected from public taps and stored in ranks.
Such water  may subsequent ly  become
contaminated during storage.

The major i t y  o f  pa t ien ts  w i th  acu te ,
self- l imit ing diarrhoea never seek medical
a t ten t ionb and resor t  to  se l f -med ica t ion
inc lud ing  res t r i c t ion  o f  f lu ids  and foods ,
administrat ion of inject ions by unauthorized
personnel, and using opiates and purgatives.
Such practices can be harmFul as was found in a
study in IndiaT. In our srudy, as many as92o/o of
the study populat ion were nor incl ined to send

their chi ldren to see a "Doctor", bur instead

treated them at home or sought assistance from

pharmacists and traditional healers.

These practices contrast sharply with the

findings in studies from IndiaT and Kenyas were

between 63-700/o of mothers preferred modern

system of management. Home management,
however, can be desirable i f  the appropriate

treatment is given. Indeed, it is the recommend-

ed policy of both rhe STHO and UNICEF that

ORS be used successful ly at home9.
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It is recommended that feeding of the child
be continued during artacks of diarrhoea to
prevent malnutrition. In infants, breast feeding
in particular has been found beneficial by either
aborting the diarrhoea or hastening recovery.
Breast milk is also known to provide prorecrion
against infect ions such as Salmonellal0' l l '12. In
the study populat ion, the mothers of chi ldren
with diarrhoea continued to feed them.

The overall use of ORS in the community
(53o/o) was much lower than that found by
Abbad & Bella in the same areal3. However,
these investigators interviewed mothers, whereas
in  the  presenr  s tudy  most  ques t ions  were
responded to by fathers, who may, therefore,
have underestimared rhe use of ORS. The
education of health personnel including doctors
about ORS is important ro promot€. Since it has
been reported that health workers were rhe
source of information about ORS for mothersl3,
we therefore strongly recommend that its use be
stressed in the training of health personnel
including doctors. This would ensure rhar rhey
will be able to teach and use ORS confidendy at
all levels ofhealth care.
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