
 
 

Bhutanese 
Disclaimer:  
While information about a specific culture can aid understanding of a patient, it is important to understand that a 
patient from a particular culture will not necessarily have the same beliefs or traditions associated with that culture. 
Each patient is unique, and there are many factors that alter a person’s cultural identity, including socioeconomic status, 
education, age, religion, gender, and lifestyle. 

– Cultural Competency for Healthcare Providers, Champlain Valley AHEC, 2011 
 
Country of Origin/ Migration: Most Bhutanese refugees are descendants of Nepali people who immigrated to 
Southern Bhutan, called Lhotsampas . The Lhotsampas coexisted peacefully with other ethnic groups in Bhutan until the 
mid-1980s, when Bhutan’s king became worried that the growing Lhotsampa population could threaten the majority 
Druk position.  Conflict and human rights violations resulted in many Lhotsampas fleeing or being forced out of the 
country, mostly into refugee camps in Nepal. The Bhutanese began to resettle in Vermont in 2008.  
 
Language: Nearly all Bhutanese refugees speak Nepali. Nearly 97% of refugees are Nepali by ethnicity and speak is as a 
first language, and those of other ethnic groups usually speak it as a second language (Cultural Backgrounders). 
 
Education/Literacy:  Educational opportunity in Bhutan was high; consequently, there is a high rate of literacy for 
both men and women. Education in camp schools is through Grade 10 and students can continue further education 
outside the camp.  Some refugees have undergraduate degrees and graduate degrees. 
 
Religion: The majority of Bhutanese refugees are Hindu. Other religions practiced include Buddhism and Christianity.  
 

Medical Traditions: 
In Bhutan most refugees were exposed to traditional medical practices and western medicine. Many times people will 
try one or two home remedies and seek external medical help only if their symptoms worsen or do not resolve. Some 
patients may have limited familiarity with the concept and practice of preventive health care. Generally speaking, 
community members often avoid seeking medical services unless they are gravely unwell. Sexual practices, sexuality, 
and gynecological conditions may be awkward for women to discuss, particularly those in the older generations.  In 
addition to the occasional practice of polygamy, arranged and early marriages are a feature of traditional culture. 
Decision making authority for medical care may not rest with the patient as is typical in the US. 

 
Special Considerations: 
There is a high incidence of mental health problems including depression, PTSD and suicide. 
For a list of medical conditions endemic to Bhutan please see http://www.who.int/countries/btn/en/. 
 
** The best source of information about the patient's experiences and culture is the patient him or herself. 
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Mental health links: 

http://www.cdc.gov/immigrantrefugeehealth/profiles/health-information/mental-health/index.html 

http://www.refugeehealthta.org/newsletter-archive/suicide-prevention-update/ 

https://umconnect.umn.edu/p15075934/ 

http://www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/shared/shared/mainsite/published_docs/studies_and_reports/Bhutanese-Mental-

Health-Assessment-Nepal-23-March.pdf 

particularly sections titled General information on refugee mental health and suicide and Bhutanese refugees’ 

vulnerabilities 
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