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ABSTRACT

Arthritis, including osteoarthritis (OA) and rheumatoid arthritis (RA), is a leading cause of disability worldwide,
with a growing prevalence in West Africa. Despite the rising burden of musculoskeletal disorders, the region faces
significant challenges in arthritis care, including a shortage of trained healthcare professionals, limited access to
diagnostic tools, and inadequate healthcare infrastructure. This review examines the policy landscape and
institutional support for arthritis training in West Africa, emphasizing the need for improved healthcare worker
education, specialized training, and continuous professional development. It explores the barriers to effective
arthritis management, including financial constraints, limited continuing medical education (CME) programs, and
the lack of standardized national guidelines. Additionally, the review highlights innovative approaches such as
interdisciplinary training, public-private partnerships, and international collaborations to enhance arthritis care.
Policy recommendations include integrating musculoskeletal health into national health strategies, expanding CME
opportunities, and increasing investment in healthcare infrastructure. Strengthening arthritis training can improve
early diagnosis, treatment, and patient outcomes, ultimately reducing the disease burden and enhancing public
health across West Africa.
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INTRODUCTION
Arthritis, a term encompassing a range of conditions affecting the joints, is one of the most prevalent and debilitating
chronic diseases worldwide. It is particularly recognized for causing long-term pain, stiffness, swelling, and reduced
mobility [17]. Among the most common types of arthritis are osteoarthritis (OA) and rheumatoid arthritis (RA),
both of which have significant impacts on the quality of life of those affected [27. OA is a degenerative joint disease
primarily associated with aging and wear and tear, while RA is an autoimmune disorder that causes inflammation
in the joints, leading to progressive damage. Together, these conditions represent a leading cause of chronic
disability globally, particularly in aging populations [37].
Arthritis affects millions of people worldwide, with both OA and RA contributing significantly to disability and loss
of functional independence. While the prevalence of arthritis is high across the globe, the situation in West Africa
is particularly concerning [47]. A combination of genetic, environmental, and lifestyle factors contributes to the high
burden of musculoskeletal disorders in the region. However, despite the evident need for proper arthritis care, West
Africa faces substantial challenges in effectively diagnosing and managing these conditions [57].
One of the key issues in arthritis care in West Africa is the limited access to specialized care. Many countries in the
region suffer from a shortage of trained healthcare professionals who are skilled in diagnosing and treating
musculoskeletal diseases [67]. This lack of expertise has led to significant delays in diagnosis and, consequently,
mismanagement of arthritis. In many instances, individuals living with arthritis are not diagnosed until the disease
has progressed to advanced stages, making treatment less effective and outcomes poorer. Furthermore, the region
faces a shortage of rheumatologists and orthopedic specialists, and general practitioners (GPs) often lack the
necessary knowledge to adequately diagnose and manage arthritis. This shortage is compounded by the fact that
healthcare facilities, especially in rural and remote areas, are poorly equipped with the diagnostic tools and treatment
options necessary for effective arthritis care [77].
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Another significant barrier to improving arthritis care in West Africa is the lack of continuous training and
professional development for healthcare workers. While there are efforts to address the training of healthcare
professionals in other areas, musculoskeletal disorders are often overlooked in medical education [87. The result is
that many healthcare workers, especially GPs and nurses, are ill-equipped to recognize the early signs of arthritis,
diagnose it correctly, and provide appropriate management or referral to specialists when necessary [97].
Given the pressing need for improvement in arthritis care, one critical area of focus is the strengthening of healthcare
worker training. Healthcare workers, from general practitioners to specialists, must be better trained to understand
arthritis, diagnose it at its early stages, and provide timely interventions that can help reduce the burden of this
chronic disease [107]. Enhancing the knowledge, skills, and capabilities of healthcare workers in managing arthritis
could lead to earlier diagnoses, better disease management, and ultimately improved patient outcomes in West
Africa.
The prevalence of arthritis, particularly OA and RA, is high in West Africa, yet the region struggles with a lack of
sufficient healthcare professionals trained to diagnose and manage these conditions. The shortage of skilled
healthcare workers and the limited availability of specialized care contribute to late diagnoses, inappropriate
management, and poor health outcomes for arthritis patients [117]. In many cases, patients are not referred to
specialists promptly, and their conditions worsen without adequate treatment. Additionally, healthcare workers,
particularly GPs, may not have sufficient training to recognize the early signs of arthritis or to prescribe appropriate
interventions. This lack of training can result in unnecessary suffering and disability for arthritis patients.
The inadequate knowledge and skills of healthcare workers in managing arthritis in West Africa present a significant
challenge to the region's healthcare system. Strengthening healthcare worker training is an urgent need, but the
specific factors contributing to the insufficient training of healthcare workers in arthritis management have not been
tully explored [127]. Therefore, understanding the gaps in training, resources, and healthcare delivery is crucial for
developing targeted interventions to improve arthritis care in the region. This study aims to assess the knowledge
and skills of healthcare workers in West Africa regarding arthritis, specifically osteoarthritis and rheumatoid
arthritis. It identifies gaps in training and resources that hinder effective arthritis diagnosis and management in
West African healthcare settings. The study evaluates the impact of insufficient training on the quality of care and
patient outcomes for individuals living with arthritis in West Africa. Strategies for improving healthcare worker
training in diagnosing and managing arthritis, including collaborations with international organizations and region-
specific training programs, are explored. The study's significance lies in providing a comprehensive understanding
of the current state of arthritis care in West Africa, identifying gaps in training, and contributing to the development
of region-specific training programs. Improving healthcare worker training could lead to better patient outcomes,
reducing the burden of arthritis-related disability and improving public health. The findings could also inform policy
and advocacy efforts to strengthen healthcare systems in West Africa, advocating for more resources and
collaboration with international bodies.
Current State of Arthritis Care in West Africa

Arthritis is a growing health concern in West Africa, with systemic challenges preventing effective diagnosis,
treatment, and management. These include inadequate healthcare infrastructure, a shortage of trained healthcare
professionals, limited access to modern diagnostic tools, underdiagnosis and misdiagnosis, and low public awareness
[187. The prevalence of arthritis is expected to rise due to demographic and lifestyle changes, including aging
populations, urbanization, and obesity. Medication availability is limited, and rehabilitation and physiotherapy
services are often unavailable or inaccessible. Surgical interventions, such as joint replacements, are costly and not
widely available. Addressing these gaps in arthritis care is crucial to improve the quality of life for patients and
reduce the burden of untreated or improperly managed arthritis. The rising prevalence of arthritis in West Africa
necessitates targeted efforts to address gaps in arthritis care [147]. These include improved training for healthcare
workers, strengthening healthcare infrastructure, raising public awareness, prioritizing arthritis care in health
agendas, ensuring access to affordable medications, and integrating traditional and modern medicine. These
measures can improve early diagnosis, treatment, and overall quality of life for affected populations, despite the
challenges posed by inadequate infrastructure and limited resources.

Policy Landscape and Institutional Support for Arthritis Care
The policy landscape for arthritis care in West Africa is underdeveloped, with musculoskeletal disorders often
overlooked in national health agendas. This lack of focus, absence of standardized arthritis management protocols,
and challenges in integrating arthritis care into primary healthcare contribute to inadequate care [15]. Limited
Continuing Medical Education (CME) programs and inadequate training in primary healthcare settings further
exacerbate the issue. To address these gaps, policymakers should advocate for the inclusion of arthritis care in
national health strategies, integrate musculoskeletal diseases into public health programs, and prioritize arthritis in
national health budgets. Institutional support for arthritis training is also needed. The policy landscape and
institutional support for arthritis care in West Africa are insufficient to meet the growing demand for effective
management. To address this, there is a pressing need for national health policies that prioritize arthritis, the
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integration of arthritis-related training into medical curricula, and the establishment of specialized programs and
CME opportunities for healthcare professionals [167]. International collaborations and partnerships with high-
income countries can also strengthen the institutional support for arthritis care, ensuring that West Africa's
healthcare workers are equipped to manage this increasingly prevalent condition and improve the quality of life for
affected individuals.
Training Healthcare Workers: Approaches and Challenges
The training of healthcare workers is crucial for improving arthritis care in West Africa, where musculoskeletal
disorders are under-recognized and under-treated. Early integration of arthritis education into medical school
curricula is essential for building a solid foundation of knowledge about musculoskeletal diseases [177]. Barriers to
integration include crowded programs, lack of qualified faculty, and resource constraints. To improve, West African
medical schools could collaborate with international institutions, develop curricula tailored to the region, and offer
supplementary learning resources. Continuing medical education (CME) is essential for healthcare professionals to
stay updated on the latest advancements in arthritis care. Hybrid models combining online and face-to-face learning
are feasible for cost-effective learning. Collaborations with international organizations can fund and organize CME
programs for West African healthcare workers. Specialized training for healthcare professionals is crucial for
advanced care. However, accessing specialized training is limited due to high costs and international travel [187].
Opportunities for specialized training include fellowships, short-term courses, and international collaboration.
Building a workforce of specialists and establishing specialized centers of excellence can help. Interdisciplinary
training programs enable collaboration across disciplines, improving the quality of care and outcomes for arthritis
patients.
Addressing the Challenges of Training Implementation
The effective implementation of arthritis training for healthcare workers in West Africa faces significant challenges
due to financial constraints, cultural and socioeconomic factors, and inadequate healthcare infrastructure [197.
Financial constraints include limited budget allocation for healthcare training, high costs of specialized training, and
lack of financial incentives. Solutions include government and donor funding, public-private partnerships, and online
and low-cost training. Infrastructure limitations include inadequate hospitals, specialized clinics, and diagnostic
tools in rural areas. Solutions include mobile training units, improved infrastructure investment, and the use of
diagnostic tools and equipment. By addressing these challenges, a well-equipped healthcare workforce can be
developed to diagnose and manage arthritis effectively. The implementation of arthritis training for healthcare
workers in West Africa faces challenges such as lack of awareness, cultural beliefs, and economic barriers [207. To
overcome these, strategies include community awareness campaigns, integrating traditional and modern care,
investing in public health initiatives, and providing cultural sensitivity training for healthcare workers. By securing
funding, improving healthcare infrastructure, leveraging mobile and online learning, and integrating cultural
awareness into training programs, healthcare organizations can build a well-trained workforce capable of providing
high-quality arthritis care and improving patient outcomes. This will ultimately lead to better health outcomes for
patients across the region.
Policy Recommendations for Strengthening Arthritis Training
The strengthening of arthritis training in West Africa requires a comprehensive set of policy recommendations.
These recommendations aim to address gaps in arthritis care training and equip healthcare workers with the
knowledge and skills required to diagnose and manage musculoskeletal disorders effectively [217. National
guidelines should be developed and implemented, focusing on clinical aspects, referral protocols, comprehensive
care, and workforce training. Collaboration with international organizations, such as the World Health Organization
and the International League of Associations for Rheumatology, can provide technical assistance, funding, capacity
building, and research and data. Medical and nursing curricula should incorporate comprehensive musculoskeletal
health education, including undergraduate education, interdisciplinary approaches, and continuous education. Local
training materials should be culturally sensitive, practical, accessible, and interactive, ensuring that healthcare
workers are better equipped to apply their learning in real-world clinical settings. This multi-pronged approach can
enhance the capacity of West African healthcare systems to address the growing burden of arthritis, leading to better
health outcomes and reduced healthcare costs [227].
CONCLUSION
Addressing arthritis care in West Africa requires a multifaceted approach that strengthens policy frameworks,
institutional support, and healthcare workforce training. The high burden of arthritis, particularly osteoarthritis and
rheumatoid arthritis, is worsened by a shortage of trained healthcare professionals, inadequate access to specialized
care, and limited public awareness. These challenges lead to delayed diagnoses, poor disease management, and
worsened health outcomes for affected individuals. To bridge these gaps, national health policies must prioritize
arthritis care by integrating musculoskeletal disorders into public health strategies and ensuring sustainable funding
for training programs. Expanding arthritis-related education within medical and nursing curricula, increasing access
to continuing medical education (CME), and fostering international collaborations are essential steps toward
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building a competent healthcare workforce. Moreover, leveraging innovative training approaches such as hybrid
learning models and interdisciplinary programs can enhance knowledge dissemination and practical skills
development. By implementing targeted policy reforms and investing in healthcare worker training, West African
nations can improve early diagnosis, optimize treatment, and enhance the overall quality of life for individuals living
with arthritis. Strengthening healthcare systems through a coordinated effort among governments, healthcare
institutions, and international partners will be crucial in reducing the burden of arthritis and ensuring equitable
access to effective musculoskeletal care across the region.
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