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Background 
Palliative care is an essential component of healthcare that aims to 

alleviate the suffering of patients with serious and life-limiting illnesses 
and to support their families [1]. It encompasses many services, 
including symptom management, psychological and spiritual support, 
and end-of-life care. Despite its recognised importance, providing 
palliative care services remains a significant challenge in many parts 
of the world, particularly in Africa [2]. The region is facing a double 
burden of communicable and non-communicable diseases, and the 
burden of chronic and debilitating conditions is increasing. At the 
same time, the region has the lowest density of physicians and nurses 
globally, and the healthcare system is inadequate and underfunded. 
This makes it difficult to provide essential palliative care services to the 
population.

This review aims to analyse the current state of palliative care 
in Africa, highlighting the challenges, gaps, and opportunities for 
improvement. The article will explore the factors that contribute to 
the low availability and access to palliative care services in the region, 
including the lack of healthcare professionals trained in palliative care, 
inadequate funding and infrastructure, and cultural and religious 
barriers. Additionally, the article will examine the role of traditional 
medicine in palliative care in Africa and the potential of telemedicine 
to improve access to care in remote areas. The article will conclude 
by highlighting the importance of addressing the challenges and 
gaps in African palliative care and providing recommendations for 
future research and policy. By providing a comprehensive overview of 
the current state of palliative care in Africa, this article aims to raise 
awareness and generate action to improve the provision of palliative 
care services in the region. 

Current Status and Barriers of Palliative Medicine in Africa 

The provision of palliative care services in Africa is a significant 
challenge, with many barriers to access and availability [3]. Despite the 
recognition of palliative care as an essential component of healthcare in 
Africa, the majority of patients with serious and life-limiting illnesses do 

not have access to palliative care services [4]. The provision of palliative 
care in Africa faces several significant challenges that limit access to 
essential services for patients with serious and life-limiting illnesses. 
These challenges include the lack of healthcare professionals trained in 
palliative care. There is a shortage of healthcare professionals trained 
in palliative care in Africa, which limits the availability of services and 
the ability to provide adequate patient care. In Africa, there is a general 
shortage of healthcare professionals, and this is particularly acute in the 
field of palliative care. This lack of trained professionals results in a lack 
of availability of palliative care services. It also means that healthcare 
professionals who provide palliative care services may not have the 
necessary knowledge, skills, or training to provide adequate care. This 
can lead to poor symptom management, inadequate psychological 
and spiritual support, and suboptimal end-of-life care. The shortage of 
healthcare professionals trained in palliative care is a multifaceted issue 
influenced by several factors. These include a lack of education and 
training opportunities, low levels of investment in healthcare systems, 
and poor working conditions and salaries for healthcare professionals.

The healthcare systems in Africa are often underfunded and lack 
the necessary infrastructure to provide adequate palliative care services 
[5]. This includes a lack of hospitals, clinics, and equipment needed 
to provide essential care. Inadequate funding and infrastructure is a 
significant challenge that limits the availability and access to essential 
palliative care services for patients with serious and life-limiting 
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Abstract
Palliative care is an essential component of healthcare that aims to alleviate the suffering of patients with 

serious and life-limiting illnesses and to support their families. It encompasses many services, including symptom 
management, psychological and spiritual support, and end-of-life care. However, a high burden of disease, limited 
healthcare infrastructure, and a shortage of trained healthcare professionals hinder the provision of palliative 
care services in sub-Saharan Africa. Despite these difficulties, there are several initiatives and programs aimed 
at improving access to palliative care in the region. The barriers to access identified in the literature include a 
lack of awareness and understanding of palliative care, limited funding and resources, and cultural and religious 
beliefs. Several initiatives and programs aimed at improving access to palliative care were identified, including 
community-based palliative care programs and integrating palliative care into existing healthcare systems. However, 
the literature also highlighted the need for more research to understand the specific barriers to access and to develop 
effective strategies for addressing them. By providing a comprehensive overview of the current state of palliative 
care in Africa, this article aims to raise awareness and generate action to improve the provision of palliative care 
services in the region.
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illnesses in Africa. Additionally, it can also lead to limited access to 
essential medications and equipment for symptom management, as 
well as limited access to telemedicine and other technologies that have 
the potential to improve palliative care services in remote areas. 

Palliative care is often not culturally or religiously accepted in 
Africa, making it difficult to provide services and gain acceptance 
from patients and families [6]. These cultural and religious barriers 
are a significant challenge that limits the availability and access to 
essential palliative care services for patients with serious and life-
limiting illnesses in Africa. In many cultures and religions in Africa, 
there is a strong emphasis on faith and traditional beliefs, and these can 
influence how palliative care services are perceived and accepted. For 
example, some cultures may view palliative care as a form of giving up 
hope or view death and dying as a sacred process that should be left to 
natural causes [7]. Additionally, some religious beliefs prohibit certain 
forms of treatment or care, such as the use of certain medications or 
the withholding of life-sustaining treatments [8]. These cultural and 
religious barriers make it difficult to provide palliative care services and 
also make it difficult to gain acceptance and support from patients and 
families.

The lack of awareness about palliative medicine in Africa is another 
significant barrier to accessing palliative care services in the region. 
Palliative care is a relatively new concept in Africa, and many people 
are not familiar with its principles or the services it provides [8]. 
Additionally, there is often a lack of understanding about the difference 
between palliative care and hospice care, which can lead to confusion 
and misunderstandings about the services available [9]. Another reason 
for the lack of awareness is that in many African countries, the health 
system is not equipped to provide palliative care services, and there is 
a shortage of trained healthcare professionals. This lack of availability 
of palliative care services, coupled with a lack of understanding about 
what palliative care is, can make it difficult for patients and families to 
access these services even when needed. 

Overall, the current state of palliative medicine in Africa is 
characterised by significant challenges and gaps in access and 
availability, highlighting the need for further research and action to 
improve the provision of palliative care services in the region. 

Current Initiatives and Recommendations 

Traditional medicine plays a significant role in healthcare in 
Africa, and it is being increasingly recognized as a valuable resource 
in palliative care [10]. However, there is a lack of research and 
integration of traditional medicine into palliative care [11]. Integrating 
traditional medicine into palliative care in Africa can benefit in several 
ways. Traditional medicine is widely used in Africa, and many people 
believe in its ability to heal. By incorporating traditional medicine into 
palliative care, healthcare providers can improve patient satisfaction 
and trust in the healthcare system. Additionally, traditional medicine 
may provide low-cost alternatives to expensive Western medications. 
However, it is important to ensure that traditional medicine practices 
are safe and have evidence-based efficacy. Also, it is important to have 
proper integration and collaboration between traditional medicine 
practitioners and modern medicine practitioners to ensure the best 
possible outcome for patients.

There is a need for increased investment in the education and 
training of healthcare professionals in palliative care. This could include 
the development of palliative care education and training programs, 
as well as incentives to attract and retain healthcare professionals in 
palliative care. Additionally, strategies to improve working conditions 

and salaries for healthcare professionals in palliative care are needed 
to retain skilled professionals. Addressing this challenge is crucial 
to improving the provision of palliative care services in Africa and 
increasing access to essential care for patients with serious and life-
limiting illnesses. 

It is important to educate healthcare professionals, patients, and 
families about the principles and benefits of palliative care. This can 
include training programs for healthcare professionals and community 
outreach campaigns to educate the public about palliative care. 
Additionally, encouraging media coverage of palliative care can help to 
raise awareness and educate the public about the availability and benefits 
of these services. Partnering with organisations and stakeholders, 
such as religious leaders, traditional healers, and community leaders, 
can also help to increase awareness and understanding of palliative 
care among different groups in the community. Making palliative 
care services more widely available in different parts of the country 
can also help to increase awareness and access to these services. 
Government support and policies can be vital in promoting and 
increasing access to palliative care services. With the increasing burden 
of non-communicable diseases in Africa, the need for palliative care is 
growing, and governments need to include it in their national health 
policies and strategies. It is important to note that the approach and the 
method of raising awareness and providing palliative care services may 
vary depending on the cultural, economic, and political context of the 
country. Therefore, more research is needed to understand the specific 
needs and barriers of each country in the African region and to tailor 
the approach accordingly. 

Conclusion 
Providing palliative care services in Africa is a complex and 

challenging endeavour. The provision of palliative care in sub-Saharan 
Africa is an urgent and pressing issue that requires the collective efforts 
of governments, healthcare providers, and international organisations. 
With concerted action and a commitment to addressing the needs of 
patients and families affected by life-limiting illnesses, work towards 
providing quality palliative care to all those in need in Africa can be 
achieved. 
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