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INTRODUCTION AND AIMS
Research exploring drinking practices in Indigenous cultures with a traditional cultural
link to alcohol is limited. The ways alcohol is used seems to have been well documented
in Western and high-income countries but is under-researched in low-to-middle-income
countries. The current study explores perceptions of alcohol in the Kadazandusun
culture of Sabah, Malaysia where alcohol has a key place in cultural ceremonies and has
been brewed in the home, using traditional methods, for centuries. We consider cultural
changes over time with the impact of colonization and tourism and explore the
implications of this for the communities.

METHOD / APPROACH
An ethnographic approach is used in the research to help explain cultural practices in
these communities. Participant observation, focus group discussions and in-depth
Interviews were used to collect data, with subsequent transcription and thematic analysis
of the data.

RESULTS
Initial explorations suggest a strong desire to preserve the culture and to reduce the
harm being caused by alcohol. Alcohol is seen as part of the culture by many
communities and a program that is ‘anti-alcohol’, rather than ‘anti-alcohol related harm’
could be viewed as a threat to culture. There has been an incursion of western-style
manufactured alcohol into the villages (beer and distilled spirits) and the use of alcohol
has changed from use for celebrations and rituals to daily use. Accidents and domestic
violence has increased along with other health consequences of excessive alcohol use.
“Drinking is part of our culture; it is what we do. We are known for our rice wine and our
drinking.”
“Alcohol is important in our traditional culture and our identity. Beer and liquor is causing
our people harm, not rice wine.”
“Tourism and outside influences means alcohol is available all the time now. Before it
was for special occasions. Now some of our people are drinking all the time and this is
bad for our people.”

CONCLUSIONS
Understanding the meaning of and reasons for alcohol consumption across cultures can
help inform more effective alcohol-harm minimization programs. Implications for public
health include a recommendation to change from the didactic western style of
educational workshops and brochures, to a culturally appropriate and relevant approach
that allows for the traditional cultural beliefs and includes discussion of cultural changes.
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