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Introduction

Traditional medicine has been an integral part of healthcare systems in West Africa for centuries. It
remains relevant today, particularly in rural areas where access to modern healthcare may be limited.
However, the formal healthcare systems in the region are predominantly oriented around Western, or
orthodox, medicine. Integrating traditional medicine into these systems through digitization could
provide a bridge between these two worlds, offering patients more comprehensive and culturally
relevant healthcare options.

The Role of Traditional Medicine in West Africa Traditional medicine in West Africa includes the use of
herbal remedies, spiritual healing, and indigenous medical practices passed down through generations.
In countries like Nigeria, Ghana, Senegal, and Mali, an estimated 80% of the population relies on
traditional medicine for their primary healthcare needs, according to the World Health Organization
(WHO).

While orthodox medicine offers scientifically tested treatments, traditional medicine is deeply rooted in
the cultural and spiritual lives of the people. This divide between orthodox and Africa traditional
practices has led to a healthcare gap that could be bridged through digitization.

Digitization of Africa Traditional Medicine

The digitization of traditional medicine involves recording and organizing traditional medical knowledge,
remedies, and practices in a digital format. This could include the development of digital platforms,
mobile health apps, and databases that store information about traditional herbal treatments and
indigenous healing practices.

This type of digitization has several benefits:

Standardization: Traditional practices vary widely across regions. Digitization allows for the
standardization of herbal remedies, dosages, and applications, ensuring safer and more reliable
treatments.

Access to Evidence-based Medicine: The integration of traditional knowledge into digital health
platforms allows for the inclusion of evidence-based data, making it easier to combine traditional
treatments with orthodox medical protocols.

Preservation of Knowledge:With modernization, much of the indigenous knowledge is at risk of being
lost. Digitization preserves these cultural practices for future generations.



Collaboration with Orthodox Medicine: Digital platforms can serve as a meeting point for traditional
healers and orthodox healthcare providers, allowing for better collaboration and cross-referencing of
treatment protocols.

Case Studies in West Africa

1. Nigeria's Traditional Medicine Digital Initiatives In Nigeria, initiatives like the Nigerian Natural
Medicine Development Agency (NNMDA) have sought to document and promote the integration of
traditional medicine into the formal healthcare sector. Digitization projects are under development to
create a comprehensive database of local medicinal plants and their uses. These efforts could lead to
more formal recognition of traditional medicine alongside orthodox healthcare.

2. Ghana’s Herbal Medicine Integration Ghana has made significant strides in integrating traditional
herbal medicine into its orthodox healthcare system. The Centre for Plant Medicine Research in
Mampong is a government-sponsored institution that digitizes research and records on medicinal plants.
This data is accessible to healthcare providers, which helps bridge the gap between traditional and
orthodox practices.

3. Senegal’s Mobile Health Platforms In Senegal, have been developed to document and share
traditional treatments, especially in rural areas. These platforms allow patients to consult traditional
healers online while also receiving guidance on integrating orthodox treatments, creating a hybrid
model of care.

The following are the challenges to Digitization Despite the potential, several challenges hinder the
digitization of traditional medicine in West Africa:

Lack of Standardization: Traditional medicine is often localized, with varying practices and treatments
across different communities.

Regulation: Governments need to develop clear regulatory frameworks that protect both patients and
practitioners while ensuring the efficacy of traditional treatments.

Digital Literacy: Many traditional healers may not be familiar with digital tools, requiring training and
support to fully participate in digitization efforts.

Investigations Around West Africa into the use of traditional medicine in West Africa reveal that:

80-90% of rural populations rely on traditional medicine for primary healthcare.

In Nigeria, it is estimated that over 200,000 traditional healers are practicing, yet only a small
percentage have formal recognition within the healthcare system.



In Ghana, about 60% of the population still uses traditional medicine, though digitization efforts are
improving collaboration with orthodox healthcare.

A study in Mali showed that 70% of respondents would prefer a hybrid system combining both orthodox
and traditional treatments.

In conclusion, Digitizing traditional medicine and it’s integration with orthodox healthcare systems offers
a viable solution to improving healthcare access and quality in West Africa. By combining the strengths
of both systems, patients receive a more holistic form of care that respects cultural practices while
leveraging modern medical advances.

To achieve this, governments, healthcare providers, and traditional practitioners must collaborate, and
ensuring that digital platforms are developed in such that preserve indigenous knowledge, standardize
treatments, and foster collaboration between traditional and orthodox medicine.

REFERENCES:

1. World Health Organization (WHO). (2013). Traditional Medicine Strategy 2014-2023. Geneva: World
Health Organization. Retrieved from https://www.who.int/traditional-complementary-integrative-
medicine

2. Ozioma, E. O. & Chinwe, O. N. (2019). Herbal Medicines in African Traditional Medicine. IntechOpen.
DOI: 10.5772/intechopen.80348. Retrieved from https://www.intechopen.com/chapters/62541

3. Akunyili, D. N. (2000). The Role of Herbal Medicine in Nigerian Healthcare System. Nigerian Journal of
Pharmaceutical Research, 12(1), 28-30.

4. Amoah, S. K., et al. (2014). Herbal medicine use in Ghana: a cross-sectional study of prevalence, usage,
perceptions and the perceived efficacy of herbal medicines in Kumasi Metropolis. Journal of
Ethnopharmacology, 154(1), 300-310. DOI: 10.1016/j.jep.2014.04.034

5. Bodeker, G. & Kronenberg, F. (2002). A Public Health Agenda for Traditional, Complementary, and
Alternative Medicine. American Journal of Public Health, 92(10), 1582-1591. DOI:
10.2105/AJPH.92.10.1582

6. Chintamunnee, V. & Mahomoodally, M. F. (2012). Herbal Medicine Use in the African Traditional
System: Evidence from Sub-Saharan Africa. Journal of Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine, 8(1), 1-12. DOI:
10.1186/1746-4269-8-9

7. Bannerman, R. H., Burton, J. & Wen-Chieh, C. (1983). Traditional Medicine and Healthcare Coverage:
A Reader for Health Administrators and Practitioners. Geneva: World Health Organization.

8. Osemene, K. P., Elujoba, A. A., & Ilori, M. O. (2011). A Comparative Survey of the Knowledge of Herbal
Medicines among Urban and Rural Population in Southwestern Nigeria. Journal of Herbal Medicine, 1(1),
32-38. DOI: 10.1016/j.hermed.2011.03.001



9. Gessler, M. C., et al. (1995). Traditional Healers in Tanzania: Sociocultural Profile and Three Decades
of Change. Social Science & Medicine, 40(1), 69-80. DOI: 10.1016/0277-9536(94)E0061-L


