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ABSTRACT

Cancer has become a leading cause of morbidity and mortality in Uganda, particularly due to late-stage diagnoses,
limited access to screening, and the high cost of treatment. Community Health Workers (CHWs) have emerged as
key players in addressing these challenges, especially in rural and underserved areas. This review evaluates the role
of CHWs in raising cancer awareness, promoting early detection, and reducing stigma. CHWs leverage their deep
community ties and cultural competence to deliver cancer education and encourage health-seeking behaviors, such
as participation in screening programs for cervical and breast cancer. Despite their significant contributions, CHWs
face several obstacles, including insufficient training, lack of resources, and cultural stigma surrounding cancer. This
review explores the effectiveness of CHWs in cancer awareness campaigns, identifies the challenges they encounter,
and proposes strategies to strengthen their role, such as targeted training, resource allocation, and integration into
national cancer control strategies. The findings underscore the potential of CHWs in transforming cancer
prevention efforts in Uganda, offering valuable insights for similar low-resource settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Cancer is emerging as one of the leading causes of morbidity and mortality in Uganda, posing a significant public
health challenge. The burden of cancer in the country is on the rise, exacerbated by late-stage diagnoses, limited
access to screening facilities, and the high cost of treatment. Uganda, like many low-resource countries [17, faces
numerous obstacles in combating the disease, including inadequate healthcare infrastructure, a shortage of trained
medical personnel, and cultural factors that hinder early detection and intervention. In this context, Community
Health Workers (CHWs) have become invaluable resources in the fight against cancer, particularly in rural and
underserved regions where healthcare access is limited [27]. These grassroots healthcare providers, who live within
and understand their communities, are uniquely positioned to contribute to health promotion, disease prevention,
and the early detection of health conditions such as cancer.

CHWs have been employed in a variety of capacities, from delivering health education to providing direct care
services. Their ability to engage with local populations, build trust, and bridge the gap between formal healthcare
systems and the community is pivotal [37]. When it comes to cancer, CHWs have been instrumental in raising
awareness about the disease, its risk factors, the importance of early screening, and the need for timely treatment.
By leveraging their local knowledge and the trust they hold within their communities, CHWs are actively promoting
cancer awareness campaigns, contributing to reducing stigma, and encouraging individuals to seek medical attention
at earlier stages of the disease [4]. This review explores the significant role that CHWs play in cancer awareness in
Uganda. It aims to evaluate the effectiveness of their interventions, assess the challenges they face, and explore
opportunities to strengthen their role in the fight against cancer. Understanding the multifaceted contributions of
CHWs in cancer awareness will provide critical insights into how this resource can be better utilized to improve
cancer outcomes in Uganda [57.
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The rising incidence of cancer in Uganda has become a cause for concern, with recent reports from the World Health
Organization (WHO) and the Uganda Cancer Institute highlighting the growing number of cancer cases across the
country. Cancer is responsible for a significant portion of deaths in Uganda, with many patients presenting at
advanced stages, where treatment options are limited and less effective. Some of the most common types of cancer
in Uganda include cervical, breast, prostate, and Kaposi's sarcoma, with cervical cancer being the leading cause of
cancer-related deaths among women [67]. The lack of awareness about cancer symptoms, risk factors, and the
availability of screening programs is a significant contributor to the late-stage presentation of the disease.

Several factors contribute to the delay in diagnosis, including poor awareness among the general population, cultural
barriers, misconceptions about cancer, and the limited availability of healthcare services, especially in rural areas.
The healthcare system in Uganda faces numerous challenges, such as underfunding, inadequate medical equipment,
and a shortage of healthcare professionals, particularly oncologists. As a result, the majority of the population,
especially those in remote areas, have limited access to cancer screening, diagnosis, and treatment services [77].

In light of these challenges, CHWs have emerged as key players in mitigating the effects of these barriers. Their
primary role is to provide health education and awareness, offer basic health services, and refer individuals to higher-
level healthcare facilities when necessary. With their presence deeply embedded in communities, CHWs are able to
serve as trusted sources of health information, helping to educate individuals about cancer prevention, early
detection, and the importance of regular screening [87].

Despite the critical role that CHWs play in cancer awareness and prevention, their contribution has been under-
researched, especially in the context of Uganda. While several studies have highlighted the effectiveness of CHWs
in promoting awareness for other diseases such as malaria, HIV/AIDS, and tuberculosis, limited attention has been
paid to their role in cancer awareness and prevention [97]. As cancer continues to rise as a public health challenge in
Uganda, understanding how CHW:s can be better utilized to promote early detection and reduce the burden of the
disease is essential. There is a need to explore the effectiveness of CHWs in cancer awareness campaigns, identify
the challenges they face in their roles, and assess how their work can be strengthened to improve health outcomes
[10]. This review aims to evaluate the role of Community Health Workers (CHWs) in cancer awareness campaighns
in Uganda, focusing on their effectiveness in educating local communities about cancer prevention and early
detection. Specifically, it will examine the impact of CHWSs in promoting cancer awareness, identify the challenges
they face, and explore potential strategies to strengthen their involvement in cancer prevention efforts. The study
seeks to answer critical research questions, including the role of CHWs in raising awareness, their effectiveness in
rural and underserved areas, the challenges they encounter, and how these obstacles can be mitigated. Additionally,
the review will assess the outcomes of CHWSs’ activities on early cancer detection rates and health-seeking behaviors
within local communities. This research is significant as it contributes to the underexplored area of cancer awareness
in Uganda's public health sector. The findings are expected to provide valuable insights into how CHWs can be
better equipped to carry out their roles more effectively, leading to earlier cancer detection and better health
outcomes. Moreover, it will offer evidence-based recommendations for improving cancer awareness campaigns,
particularly in rural and marginalized regions. The review's implications extend beyond Uganda, potentially serving
as a model for using community-based health workers in other Sub-Saharan African countries facing similar
healthcare challenges.

The Role of Community Health Workers in Cancer Awareness

Community Health Workers (CHWs) in Uganda play a vital role in cancer awareness, particularly in rural and
underserved areas where access to healthcare is limited. Often the first point of contact for many individuals, CHW's
bridge the gap between formal healthcare systems and local communities [117]. One of their primary responsibilities
is disseminating information about cancer, including its various types, risk factors, preventive measures, and the
significance of early detection. They engage with community members through meetings, home visits, and local
media platforms, ensuring the spread of crucial information. In addition, CHWs actively encourage early cancer
detection, promoting regular screenings for breast and cervical cancers, which are most prevalent in Uganda. By
emphasizing the importance of early diagnosis, CHWs help individuals seek treatment when the disease is more
manageable and less fatal [127]. Furthermore, CHWs play a pivotal role in mobilizing and participating in national
cancer awareness campaigns, ensuring that people in remote areas are not left out of vital health initiatives. Beyond
raising awareness, CHWs provide emotional and social support to individuals diagnosed with cancer, assisting them
with the complex emotional, financial, and logistical challenges of navigating cancer treatment. Through these
efforts, CHWs are integral to improving cancer outcomes in Uganda's underserved populations [137].
Effectiveness of CHWs in Cancer Awareness

Community Health Workers (CHWs) have proven to be highly effective in raising cancer awareness in Uganda,
with their success attributed to several key factors. First, CHWSs possess cultural competence, making them trusted
members of their communities. This trust allows them to communicate cancer-related information in culturally
appropriate and sensitive ways, which is vital in overcoming the stigma that often surrounds cancer, especially in

Page | 84



OPEN ACCESS
©NIRMS ONLINE ISSN: 2992-5460
Publications 2025 PRINT ISSN: 2992-6041

rural areas where myths and misconceptions are widespread [147]. Moreover, CHWs have the ability to personalize
health messages, tailoring their approach to the unique needs and understanding of community members. This
ensures that the information resonates more deeply, fostering greater comprehension and adherence to health-
promoting behaviors. Another significant strength of CHWs is their ability to reach underserved populations [157.
In Uganda, healthcare facilities are concentrated in urban areas, leaving rural communities with limited access to
information and services. CHWs serve as the primary source of health education in these remote regions, ensuring
that populations who would otherwise be uninformed about cancer risks, prevention, and early detection are reached.
Evidence from various programs, such as the cervical cancer screening initiative, has shown that CHWSs’
involvement significantly increases participation rates in early screening, especially in rural areas, further
highlighting their effectiveness in improving cancer awareness [167].
Challenges Faced by Community Health Workers
Community Health Workers (CHWSs) play a pivotal role in raising cancer awareness in Uganda, but they face
numerous challenges that hinder their effectiveness. One of the primary difficulties is limited training. Many CHW's
have little or no formal education in oncology, leading to gaps in their knowledge and the potential spread of
misinformation [177]. This issue is compounded by the absence of standardized, culturally relevant cancer education
materials, making it harder for CHWs to communicate complex information to the communities they serve.
Additionally, resource constraints within Uganda’s underfunded healthcare system exacerbate the problem. CHWs
often work without essential tools, such as printed educational materials, transportation, or reliable access to current
health information, which limits their ability to reach and educate populations effectively [187. Cultural stigma
further complicates their work, as cancer remains a taboo subject in some communities. Deeply ingrained myths and
misconceptions surrounding cancer may prevent individuals from seeking help or even acknowledging the illness,
making it difficult for CHWs to promote early detection and treatment. Finally, burnout is a significant issue. Since
CHWs often work as volunteers with little financial compensation, they face high levels of stress and fatigue, which
erode their motivation. The lack of formal recognition for their contributions adds to the challenge, leaving many
CHWs feeling undervalued in their role [197.
Opportunities for Strengthening CHW Impact
To strengthen the impact of Community Health Workers (CHWSs) in cancer awareness, several key strategies can
be implemented. First, training and capacity building are fundamental. It is crucial to equip CHWs with specialized
knowledge in cancer prevention, early detection, and counseling. Partnerships with oncology experts, healthcare
institutions, and NGOs can help provide targeted training to ensure CHWs have the skills needed to deliver accurate
and up-to-date cancer-related information to communities [207].
Additionally, support systems and resources play a vital role in empowering CHWs. Providing them with mobile
health tools, printed educational materials, and transportation allowances would improve their ability to effectively
reach remote areas and educate the population. Access to mobile health technologies could further enable CHWs to
stay connected with the community and provide timely information about cancer services and screening programs
[21]. Furthermore, government and NGO collaboration is essential for creating a supportive infrastructure.
Strengthening ties between the Ugandan government, NGOs, and local health authorities can ensure that CHWs
receive the recognition, resources, and backing they need. Integrating CHWs into national cancer control strategies
would help establish cancer awareness initiatives as sustainable, long-term efforts [227].
Finally, community engagement and addressing stigma are critical for the success of cancer education campaigns.
Tackling cultural barriers and cancer-related stigma through community-driven programs and partnerships with
local leaders and survivors can facilitate more open discussions. Positive media messaging can also help challenge
misconceptions and foster a more supportive environment for cancer awareness [237].

CONCLUSION
Community Health Workers (CHWs) have become indispensable in the fight against cancer in Uganda, serving as
vital agents in raising awareness, promoting early detection, and offering social support within communities. Their
efforts are critical, especially in rural and underserved areas, where access to formal healthcare services is often
limited. Despite their pivotal role, CHWs face several challenges, including insufficient resources, inadequate
training, and the pervasive cultural stigma surrounding cancer. These barriers, while significant, do not diminish
the potential impact of CHWs in improving cancer awareness and prevention. By strengthening their training
programs, providing adequate resources, and integrating them more effectively into the national health
infrastructure, Uganda can better leverage the capabilities of CHWs to reduce cancer morbidity and mortality.
Continued support for CHWSs is essential to ensure that even the most remote and marginalized populations are
reached with life-saving information and interventions, ultimately contributing to a more equitable and effective
national cancer prevention strategy.
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