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THE INFLUENCE OF THE MEXICAN-AMERICAN CULTURE ON RESPONSES TO HEALTH
Introduction
Cultural understanding of communities is a very pertinent consideration in any kind of medical program. The comprehension of a community’s cultural practices, shared beliefs, values, and behaviors, is key as it creates an avenue through which the different meanings which such a community attaches to various life experiences can be well understood and appreciated. Looking at culture from a health promotion point of view, the meaning that different populations attach to health within their larger cultural context is of significant interest as it significantly determines the success of the health responses tailored to such people. The nursing practice, being one of the health promotion fields, constitutes influencing behaviors, attitudes, and knowledge, all of which are founded on the cultural constructions of the target people. To offer health promotional services that are meaningful to the people, it is paramount to give such people counsel and choices that make cultural sense to them.
Previous research on the influence of culture on responses to health in regard to different communities seem arrive at the same conclusion that cultural practices have a very real impact on health outcomes. This kind of agreement in majority of existing scientific research on this topic suggests that culture is a very vital factor that should be well understood by any health service provider as it determines the success of any health promotion initiative tailored to any group of cultured people. With due respect to this kind of awareness, this paper provides a deeper analysis of the influence that the Mexican American culture has on responses to health among the Mexicans living in the United States of America. Different journal articles on the Mexican-American culture are used as key reference materials from which the findings and conclusions of this paper are derived. Just like any other group of people, the Mexican Americans have a strong culture that has a significant influence on their perception and responses to health. 
Background and Demographics
Mexicans comprises a very significant percentage of the immigrant population in the United States of America. According to an analysis of Census Bureau data by Pew Research Center conducted in the year 2011, the population size of the Mexican-origin people in the United States has had a dramatic growth in a period stretching the last four decades. For instance, back in 1970, the number of Mexican immigrants living in the United States was fewer than 1 million. According to the analysis by the Pew Research Center, this number of Mexicans in the United States had grown to more than nine million people, hitting the peak of about twelve million people in the year 2007 (Gonzalez-Barrera et. Al., 2013) From this time, the demographic analysis from the Pew Research Centre indicates that the Mexican-born population in the United States has declined due to the consequent significant reduction in the arrival of new Mexican immigrants into the United States of America (Gonzalez-Barrera et. Al., 2013). 
Today, more than eleven million Mexican immigrants live in the United States, something that makes this group of people the largest of the American’s immigrant population. One of the most serious impacts that the Mexican migration has had on the American’s population structure is the increase in the nation’s unauthorized immigrant population. For instance, more than fifty percent of the eleven million Mexicans living in the United States are illegally living in the country. According to Gonzalez-Barrera et al. (2013), only about thirty percent of the Mexican Immigrants in the United States are legal permanent residents in the country while those who are naturalized U.S. citizens only comprises of only about fifteen percent of them. Being the largest group of immigrants in the United States, the Mexican culture has as well had a significant impact on the responses to health in the country. Considering health insurance as one of the most important aspects of health responses, about thirty percent of the Mexicans do not have health insurance. However, the nativity of the Mexicans seems to have a great influence on health insurance among this population. This is because whereas more than fifty percent of the Mexican immigrants are uninsured, only about twenty percent of Mexicans born in the United States are uninsured. 
Looking at the regional dispersion, more than fifty percent of the Mexican- Americans live in the West parts of the United States, largely in California while others reside in the South, mostly in Texas. However, the nativity of the Mexican population does not yield any significant regional dispersion in the United States.
The Impact of Mexican Culture on Wellness/Illness Behaviors
Culture is a very crucial aspect of people that greatly affects the way people perceive and respond to the various kinds of health concerns that they face in their daily lives. The Mexican American culture has attracted the attention of many researchers in the past, the researchers of which have delved in different aspects of behavior regarding wellness/illness as perceived in this culture. However, one aspect of the Mexican American culture that seems to be superior in influencing wellness/illness behavior in the Mexican American culture is familism. The value of familism is something that has a significant impact on Mexicans’ perception of wellness and illness. According to Padilla & Villalobos (2007), familism influences the quality of social support from family, a practice highly driven by the Mexican American culture.
Social support, support derived from the family members, is so significant in Mexican American culture such that it plays the biggest role in predicting the immigrant Mexican women’s excellent birth weight outcomes in spite of poor use of prenatal care and low socioeconomic levels among many of this minority group in the United States of America. In addition, the value of familism and social support is heavily felt among the elderly whose health and well-being are heavily dependent on the availability of social support from family members. For this reason, familism and quality social support have been established to constitute the most significant factors that help in the recovery process of persons with a wide range of illnesses, including but not limited to depression, brain injury and heart diseases. The role that familism does is that it helps a great deal in making the patients emotionally strong enough to manage their illness, engage in required treatment behaviors, and obtain material resources (Padilla & Villalobos, 2007). 
The Influence of Mexican Culture on Beliefs/Customs Regarding Pregnancy and Childbirth
Pregnancy and childbirth are two social aspects of people that are very vital for the continuity of any group of people. Though different cultural practices perceive these two aspects differently, pregnancy and childbirth are considered the most tender times in a woman’s life. The Mexican culture is greatly influenced by the Roman Catholicism which is the dominant religion in Mexico. For this reason, health and illness practices in the Mexican American culture are greatly influenced by spiritual and religious beliefs (Taylor, 2014). For instance, majority of the Mexican Americans believe that God is in control of their fate, and thus they have very little, if any, control over their health, thus leading to neglecting healthy practices like prenatal care for women during their pregnancy. 
The Mexican Americans are strong convicts of their religious believes and though majority of them do not seek prenatal care during pregnancy due to common reasons such as lack of financial resources and fear of detection of their illegal immigration status in the country, the main reason as to why they do not follow the standard prenatal guidelines set in the United States is because they do not view pregnancy as an illness. It is this kind of strong religious believes that majority of the expectant Mexican American women experience good health conditions throughout their pregnancy without any prenatal intervention. Consequently, Lewellan (2011) points out that the expectant Mexican Americans usually have better birth outcomes and health statuses than any other ethnic group living in the United States without prenatal care. However, there are other Mexican Americans who strictly adhere to the standard prenatal guidelines set in the United States and follow them to the letter. These are the Mexicans who are considered fully Westernized, most of whom belong to higher socioeconomic status with high levels of education. 
The other belief regarding pregnancy that is widely witnessed in the Mexican American culture is the expectant mothers’ eating habit to satisfy cravings. In the Mexican American culture, it is believed that suppressing pregnancy cravings will consequently cause very negative and undesirable implications for the infant. For this reason, no much restrictions are imposed on the expectant Mexican women’s diet. Instead, such women are encouraged to eat whatever they desire to fully satisfy their cravings and thus reduce the chances of causing negative implications to their babies. However, such expectant mothers are encouraged by their culture to avoid heavy consumption of tobacco, alcohol, and drugs which may causes serious health impacts to them during their pregnancy. 
According to Lewellan (2011), childbirth and the accompanying labor pain are considered to be a normal process and condition in the life of an expectant mother that requires little to no special medical interventions when it happens. Informed by the biblical teachings of the Roman Catholicism, the Mexican Americans believe that it is the will of God for a woman to experience labor pain during childbirth. For this reason, the expectant Mexican women refrain from receiving pain medication during labor and delivery so as to achieve a birth that is as natural as possible. It is for this reason that as well that cesarean sections are feared in the Mexican American culture as they are perceived to be unnatural processes of delivery that may result into gross health complications. According to Greene (2007), the cultural traditions of the Mexicans do not allow men in the birth room during labor and delivery. Instead, the women in labor are usually accompanied by their mother or other motherly figures. However, the Mexican American men who have been fully enculturated by the Western culture nowadays get into the birth room to give their wives mental support during childbirth. 
Culturally Sensitive Approaches to Care Among the Mexican Americans
According to Padilla & Villalobos (2007) folk healing, commonly known as curanderismo, is one of the most sensitive approaches to care among the Mexican Americans. Majority of Mexican Americans who continue to value folk healing tend to use it in combination with modern medical treatment. For this reason, offering folk care can draw this group of people into professional care. The largest percentage of healthcare providers among the Mexican Americans are nurse-curanderas. These are traditional nurses who are trained in folk healing and who can provide the benefits of allopathic healthcare with the benefits of using practices that promote patient and family involvement in the healing process (Padilla & Villalobos, 2007). In delivering healthcare services to the people, the nurse-curandera uses her scientific knowledge to evaluate the safety of a folk treatment and refers clients to other healthcare providers depending on the nature of their illness.
According to Padilla & Villalobos (2007) folk healing, commonly known as curanderismo, is one of the most sensitive approaches to care among the Mexican Americans. Majority of Mexican Americans who continue to value folk healing tend to use it in combination with modern medical treatment. For this reason, offering folk care can draw this group of people into professional care. The largest percentage of healthcare providers among the Mexican Americans are nurse-curanderas. These are traditional nurses who are trained in folk healing and who can provide the benefits of allopathic healthcare with the benefits of using practices that promote patient and family involvement in the healing process (Padilla & Villalobos, 2007). In delivering healthcare services to the people, the nurse-curandera uses her scientific knowledge to evaluate the safety of a folk treatment and refers clients to other healthcare providers depending on the nature of their illness.
Another common and culturally sensitive approach to care among the Mexican Americans and which is mostly offered to the Mexican women after childbirth is cuarentena, a six weeks period of time traditionally given to the Mexican women to protect them from the risk of exhaustion and illness after delivery (Maldonado-Duran et al., 2002). A common practice during the la cuarentena period is binding the abdomen with thick bandages or stretchy cloth, a technique that is commonly known as the faja. According to Maldonado-Duran et al. (2002), the Mexican women believe that faja helps the abdomen to regain its shape and strength, reduce swelling, and promote faster healing. In addition, the Mexican Americans use herbal remedies to treat illnesses and injuries that are minor in nature. All these approaches to care are reinforced by the strong sense of familism and social support in the Mexican American culture.
Conclusion
As it can be seen from the above discussion, it is clear that gaining a deeper understanding of the cultural practices influencing the healthcare practices among the Mexican Americans is essential for the proper and adequate appreciation of the social context that affects the responses to health displayed by this group of people. The Mexican American culture is greatly influenced by the Roman Catholicism which is the dominant religion in the Mexican society. Familism and social support are the main foundation upon which the health perceptions of Mexican Americans is built. Many research studies indicate that familism, a strong sense of family care and obligation, is considered an important Mexican American cultural value that greatly influences their interactions with the healthcare system. The Mexican Americans culture affects their perceptions of pregnancy and childbirth. This culture is so strong that it influences their wellness/illness behaviors. The main reason as to why we should be concerned with cultural practices in health is because research shows that such practices have a very real impact on health outcomes.
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