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Abstract : Background: Traditional community beliefs and practices can facilitate the spread of Ebola virus during outbreaks.
On September 20, 2022, Uganda declared a Sudan Virus Disease (SVD) outbreak after a case was confirmed in Mubende
District. During September–November 2022, the outbreak spread to eight additional districts. We investigated the role of
community beliefs and practices in the spread of SUDV in Uganda in 2022. Methods: A qualitative study was conducted in
Mubende, Kassanda, and Kyegegwa districts in February 2023. We conducted nine focus group discussions (FGDs) and six key
informant interviews (KIIs). FGDs included SVD survivors, household members of SVD patients, traditional healers, religious
leaders, and community leaders. Key informants included community, political, and religious leaders, traditional healers, and
health workers. We asked about community beliefs and practices to understand if and how they contributed to the spread of
SUDV. Interviews were recorded, translated, transcribed, and analyzed thematically. Results: Frequently-reported themes
included beliefs that the community deaths, later found to be due to SVD, were the result of witchcraft or poisoning. Key
informants reported that SVD patients frequently first consulted traditional healers or spiritual leaders before seeking formal
healthcare, and noted that traditional healers treated patients with signs and symptoms of SVD without protective measures.
Additional  themes  included  religious  leaders  conducting  laying-on-of-hands  prayers  for  SVD  patients  and  symptomatic
contacts, SVD patients and their symptomatic contacts hiding in friends’ homes, and exhumation of SVD patients originally
buried in safe and dignified burials, to enable traditional burials. Conclusion: Multiple community beliefs and practices likely
promoted SVD outbreak spread during the 2022 outbreak in Uganda. Engaging traditional and spiritual healers early during
similar outbreaks through risk communication and community engagement efforts could facilitate outbreak control. Targeted
community  messaging,  including clear  biological  explanations for  clusters  of  deaths and information on the dangers  of
exhuming bodies of SVD patients, could similarly facilitate improved control in future outbreaks in Uganda.
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