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ABSTRACT

Arthritis, encompassing conditions such as osteoarthritis (OA) and rheumatoid arthritis (RA), is a growing
public health concern in East and West Africa. Despite its significant impact on quality of life and
productivity, arthritis remains under-addressed in the region's health policy frameworks. This review
examines the prevalence, burden, and policy frameworks for arthritis prevention and management across
East and West Africa, identifying key barriers such as limited healthcare access, insufficient specialized
care, and inadequate public awareness. While efforts to incorporate arthritis into broader non-
communicable disease (NCD) strategies are underway, these conditions often remain secondary concerns
in resource allocation. This study highlights gaps in healthcare infrastructure, workforce shortages, and
fragmented policy approaches, which hinder effective diagnosis and treatment. To improve arthritis care,
the review proposes a multi-sectoral approach, including better integration of arthritis into national health
policies, enhanced data collection, increased access to affordable treatments, and community-based
interventions. Strengthening healthcare systems through specialized training and infrastructure
development, along with improving awareness and access to treatment, is crucial for addressing the rising
burden of arthritis in the region. The findings offer critical insights to policymakers, healthcare
professionals, and advocacy groups in fostering a more comprehensive approach to arthritis management
in East and West Africa.
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INTRODUCTION

Arthritis, a broad term that includes conditions such as osteoarthritis (OA) and rheumatoid arthritis (RA),
remains a significant public health concern in East and West Africa [17]. These disorders primarily affect
the joints, causing pain, stiffhess, and reduced mobility, ultimately impairing the quality of life for millions
of individuals. While OA is often associated with aging and joint wear and tear, RA is an autoimmune
condition characterized by chronic inflammation and progressive joint damage. The increasing burden of
arthritis in Africa is exacerbated by demographic transitions, lifestyle changes, limited healthcare access,
and inadequate policy interventions. Given the socioeconomic and health implications of arthritis,
comprehensive policy approaches are crucial for prevention, early diagnosis, and effective management [27].
Globally, arthritis is a leading cause of disability, and its prevalence is rising due to aging populations and
increasing risk factors such as obesity and sedentary lifestyles. In Africa, the burden of arthritis is
compounded by limited healthcare infrastructure, inadequate specialist care, and poor awareness of
musculoskeletal diseases [87]. Many individuals suffering from arthritis do not receive timely diagnosis and
appropriate treatment due to cultural beliefs, financial constraints, and limited healthcare resources.
Moreover, arthritis is often overshadowed by infectious diseases such as malaria, tuberculosis, and
HIV/AIDS, leading to insufficient policy attention [4].

In East and West Africa, arthritis disproportionately affects women and older adults. Rural populations are
particularly vulnerable due to reliance on traditional medicine and limited access to formal healthcare
facilities [57. The economic burden of arthritis is substantial, as affected individuals experience decreased

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited

Page 7 8


file:///C:/Users/KIU%20WESTERN/Desktop/59/kiu.ac.ug

https://www.eejournals.org Open Access

work productivity, increased healthcare costs, and dependency on caregivers. Despite these challenges,
arthritis remains a neglected area in health policy discussions, requiring urgent interventions to improve
public awareness, healthcare training, and policy frameworks [67]. Arthritis management in East and West
Africa faces multiple challenges, including delayed diagnosis, inadequate treatment options, and poor
integration of musculoskeletal healthcare services into national health programs [77]. The lack of
standardized treatment protocols and limited access to essential medications further exacerbate the
situation. Many arthritis patients seek alternative therapies due to the high cost of conventional treatments,
which can lead to delayed intervention and worsened disease outcomes [87]. Additionally, most African
governments allocate minimal resources to non-communicable diseases (NCDs), prioritizing infectious
diseases instead. As a result, arthritis care remains underfunded, and there is a significant gap in national
healthcare policies regarding musculoskeletal disorders [97]. The absence of effective public health
strategies for arthritis prevention and management highlights the need for evidence-based policy
recommendations. This review aims to examine existing policy frameworks addressing arthritis in East
and West Africa, identify critical gaps, and propose solutions for improving arthritis care and management.
By doing so, it seeks to bridge the divide between policy and practice to enhance the overall quality of
arthritis healthcare services in the region. The study aims to evaluate the prevalence and burden of arthritis
in East and West Africa, analyze existing policy frameworks and government interventions for arthritis
prevention and management, identify challenges and gaps in arthritis healthcare services, explore the role
of healthcare professionals, NGOs, and community-based initiatives in arthritis care, and recommend
evidence-based strategies for improving diagnosis, treatment, and policy interventions in the region [107].
The research questions include understanding the current prevalence and socioeconomic burden of
arthritis, identifying major barriers to effective diagnosis, treatment, and management, and how healthcare
providers, policymakers, and community organizations can contribute to improving arthritis care and
policy frameworks. This study is of critical importance for multiple stakeholders, including policymakers,
healthcare professionals, researchers, and patients. By examining existing arthritis-related policies in East
and West Africa, the study will provide valuable insights into the strengths and weaknesses of current
healthcare approaches. It will highlight areas where policy interventions are lacking and offer
recommendations to bridge these gaps. For policymakers, the findings of this review can inform the
development of comprehensive arthritis policies that integrate prevention, early diagnosis, and affordable
treatment options. For healthcare professionals, the study will underscore the need for specialized training
and the importance of multidisciplinary collaboration in managing arthritis patients. Additionally, the
research can empower community health workers and patient advocacy groups to push for greater public
awareness and policy reforms. Moreover, by addressing arthritis as a public health priority, the study can
contribute to the broader efforts of tackling NCDs in Africa. With growing recognition of the economic
and social burden of chronic diseases, there is an urgent need for targeted interventions to improve
musculoskeletal health. Ultimately, this review aims to promote a holistic and evidence-based approach to
arthritis care in East and West Africa, ensuring that affected individuals receive timely, effective, and
affordable healthcare services. The study’s findings and recommendations will serve as a foundation for
policymakers, healthcare providers, and advocacy groups to drive meaningful change in arthritis prevention
and management across the region.
Epidemiology of Arthritis in East and West Africa

The epidemiology of arthritis in East and West Africa is influenced by genetic, environmental, and lifestyle
factors, leading to variations in prevalence [117]. Arthritis, which involves inflammation of one or more
joints, includes osteoarthritis (OA), rheumatoid arthritis (RA), and other inflammatory forms like psoriatic
arthritis (PsA) [127]. Understanding the epidemiology of arthritis in these regions is crucial for clinical
management and the development of effective health policies. Prevalence variations in arthritis are not fully
understood due to the lack of extensive epidemiological data. However, studies indicate that arthritis is
becoming increasingly recognized as a significant public health issue, especially as populations’ age and
urbanize. In East Africa, the prevalence of OA is higher in urbanized areas due to lifestyle factors such as
reduced physical activity and increased life expectancy. In West Africa, arthritis prevalence is influenced
by various factors, including limited healthcare access, poverty, lower life expectancy in rural areas, and
increasing urbanization and Westernization of lifestyle. Genetic factors, such as the HLA-DRB1 gene, play
a role in the onset of arthritis, particularly in autoimmune forms such as rheumatoid arthritis (RA).
However, comprehensive studies on the genetic basis of arthritis specific to these regions are still scarce.
Environmental and lifestyle factors, such as diet, physical activity levels, and access to healthcare,
significantly influence arthritis prevalence in both East and West Africa. Physical activity, diet, and
infectious diseases may also contribute to arthritis risk [187. Climate change and environmental factors
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may exacerbate arthritis symptoms, especially in individuals with inflammatory arthritis like RA. To
address arthritis in East and West Africa, there is a need for strengthening data collection, improving access
to treatment, public awareness campaigns, training healthcare professionals, and further genetic and
epidemiological research.
Current Policy Frameworks
The current policy frameworks for arthritis in East and West Africa are part of broader health strategies
focusing on non-communicable diseases (NCDs), but arthritis-specific policies remain underdeveloped
[147]. These policies often focus on conditions that are more frequently diagnosed or have higher public
visibility, leading to challenges in resource allocation, research, and healthcare personnel training. Access
to arthritis care in these regions is significantly constrained by inadequate healthcare infrastructure, low
availability of specialists, and high medication costs. Healthcare services, including specialized arthritis
care, are concentrated in urban centers, and rural areas lack specialized care and basic diagnostic services.
Public health facilities may not have the necessary tools or personnel to diagnose and treat arthritis
effectively, exacerbated by the lack of rheumatologists [157.
Traditional and alternative medicine plays a significant role in arthritis management, especially in rural
areas where access to conventional healthcare is limited. Traditional healers often use a combination of
herbal medicines, physical therapies, and spiritual healing for managing arthritis [167]. Cultural acceptance
is also a challenge, as patients may seek conventional medical care only when symptoms worsen or when
traditional remedies fail. Policy frameworks should integrate traditional medicine practitioners into formal
healthcare systems with careful regulation to ensure evidence-based practices are followed. Some countries
have started exploring ways to formalize and regulate traditional medicine, such as Kenya's Medical
Practitioners and Dentists Council (KMPDC) and Nigeria's efforts to develop collaborative frameworks
[17]. Opportunities for integration include research and collaboration between traditional medicine
practitioners and medical professionals, training and education on evidence-based practices, and
recognizing when to refer patients to conventional healthcare providers. In conclusion, the current policy
frameworks for arthritis in East and West Africa show a need for more focused, arthritis-specific strategies.
Barriers to Effective Arthritis Policy Implementation
Arthritis policy implementation in East and West Africa faces several systemic challenges, including limited
funding, workforce shortages, limited public awareness, and fragmented policy frameworks [187. Limited
funding results in a lack of specialized clinics, diagnostic tools, and medications required for effective
arthritis management. Research and development funding is sparse, leading to poor data on arthritis
prevalence, care models, and local solutions. Inadequate treatment options result from limited funding,
leading to high out-of-pocket costs for patients and making treatment inaccessible to many. Lack of
awareness campaigns and specialized healthcare workers also contribute to the issue. The scarcity of
rheumatologists, orthopedic surgeons, and other professionals leads to delayed or inaccurate diagnosis and
inadequate care for arthritis patients [27]. Training gaps and limited continuing medical education hamper
the ability of healthcare professionals to recognize, diagnose, and treat arthritis effectively. This leads to
delayed or inaccurate diagnosis, leading to progressive joint damage and reduced quality of life for patients.
The lack of public awareness and education about arthritis in East and West Africa is a significant issue.
Cultural factors, lack of awareness campaigns, and a lack of health education contribute to delayed diagnosis
and treatment. Additionally, patients often lack self-management skills, which can lead to increased
disability and disability. The fragmentation of health policies and lack of coordinated regional strategies
also pose significant barriers to arthritis management. National policies are often disjointed and focused on
specific diseases, with arthritis often treated as a secondary concern [197. This results in inconsistent
strategies for arthritis prevention, treatment, and research. Regional disparities in care are also a significant
issue, with urban areas having better access to arthritis care while rural areas remain underserved. The lack
of regional coordination results in inefficiency in resource allocation and delayed regional responses. To
address these barriers, a holistic approach involving adequate funding, workforce training, public health
education, and regional collaboration is needed [207]. By tackling these barriers, effective policies can be
developed and implemented to improve arthritis care and management across these regions.
Recommendations for Strengthening Arthritis Policy Frameworks
To effectively address the growing burden of arthritis in East and West Africa, comprehensive and
integrated strategies are necessary. These include incorporating arthritis into national and regional non-
communicable diseases (NCD) strategies, adopting a multi-sectoral approach, and enhancing healthcare
systems [217]. Incorporating arthritis into national NCD strategies ensures that funding, research, and
healthcare services are allocated to managing arthritis, improving early diagnosis and treatment access.
Cross-border efforts will enhance resource sharing and make treatment options and research advancements
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more widely accessible. Strengthening healthcare systems is crucial for effective arthritis care, as the
current shortage of rheumatologists and healthcare infrastructure necessitates increased investment in
training, resources, and primary healthcare. Investment in rheumatology training programs, community
health worker training, and infrastructure investment can improve diagnosis and treatment, improve
healthcare infrastructure, and ensure accessible care for a larger segment of the population.
The lack of reliable, region-specific data on arthritis is a significant challenge in effective arthritis
management. To address this, governments should establish national arthritis registries and promote
epidemiological studies to gather data that informs policy decisions and improves treatment strategies
[227]. Collaboration with international organizations like the World Health Organization, World Arthritis
Foundation, and Arthritis Research UK can also help. Access to affordable arthritis treatment remains a
challenge in East and West Africa, with high costs preventing many patients from receiving the care they
need. Expanding insurance coverage and promoting local drug manufacturing can help bridge this gap.
Public-private partnerships between governments, pharmaceutical companies, and international NGOs can
ensure essential arthritis medications are available at affordable prices in local markets [287. Community-
based interventions are crucial for raising awareness, early diagnosis, and prevention of arthritis. Training
community health workers, promoting public awareness campaigns, and establishing support groups can
help identify patients in the early stages of arthritis and encourage early interventions. Strengthening
arthritis policy frameworks in East and West Africa requires a multi-pronged approach. Governments
should recognize arthritis as a major chronic disease, strengthen healthcare systems, enhance data
collection, improve access to affordable treatments, and engage communities in awareness and early
detection efforts.
CONCLUSION
Arthritis, a major contributor to disability and reduced quality of life, is largely under-addressed in East
and West Africa. Despite progress in acknowledging arthritis as a health issue within broader non-
communicable disease (NCD) strategies, a more targeted, arthritis-specific approach is urgently needed.
The growing burden of arthritis, particularly among women and rural populations, underscores the need
for integrated policy interventions that improve healthcare access, raise awareness, and foster research. Key
recommendations for strengthening arthritis policy frameworks include incorporating arthritis into
national NCD strategies, bolstering healthcare systems through specialized training and infrastructure
development, improving data collection via national arthritis registries and epidemiological studies,
increasing access to affordable treatments and expanding insurance coverage, and leveraging community-
based interventions for early diagnosis and prevention. Comprehensive and integrated policy strategies
that address the medical, social, and economic dimensions of arthritis are essential to improve the quality
of life for those affected. Effective policy implementation will ensure that arthritis care is prioritized,
accessible, and sustainable, contributing to healthier populations across the regions.
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