") Check for updates

Received: 29 Nov 2021
Revised: 15 Jan 2022
Accepted: 23 Jan 2022
Published: 28 Jan 2022

Academic Editor: Satyajit Kundu

Correspondence: Emery
Manirambona, College of Medicine and
Health Sciences, University of Rwanda,
Kigali, Rwanda.

Email: manemeryl@gmail.com

Cite this article as: Manirambona E.
Health Policy and Systems Research in
Sub-Saharan Africa during the COVID-
19 Pandemic. 2022;1:6009.
[https://doi.org/10.55085/aph.2022.609]

Copyright © 2022 Manirambona E.
This is an open access article distributed
under  the  Creative  Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License,
which  permits  unrestricted  use,
distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is
properly cited.

Authors’ contributions

The participation of each author
corresponds to the criteria of authorship
and contributorship emphasized in the
Recommendations for _the Conduct,
Reporting, Editing, and Publication of
Scholarly work in Medical Journals of
the International Committee of Medical
Journal Editors. Indeed, all the authors
have actively participated in the
redaction, the revision of the
manuscript, and provided approval for
this final revised version.

Acknowledgments
None.

Funding

No funding was received from any
organization to conduct the present
study.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that there is no
conflict of interest regarding the
publication of this article.

ANNALS OF PUBLIC HEALTH

Letter to the Editor

DOI: 10.55085/aph.2022.609

Health Policy and Systems Research in Sub-Saharan Africa
during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Emery Manirambona

College of Medicine and Health Sciences, University of Rwanda, Kigali, Rwanda.

Keywords: Health Policy, Health Systems, Research, Systems Research, Sub-Saharan
Africa, Covid-19.

The ongoing coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has created unusual
circumstances and demonstrated to the globe the importance of evidence-based knowledge
in combating and overcoming diseases [1]. Evidence plays a crucial role in influencing
public health practice. Although the value of health information exchange is irrefutable in
preventing and solving health issues, there is a scarcity of data to inform the public and
policymakers, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa [2]. A lack of relevant knowledge about
the disease and related factors contributes to misunderstanding and distrust among the
population and government. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, rumours
circulated that black people could not contract the disease and that hot weather, hot drinks,
and certain consumables could prevent infection [3]. Such misinformation prevents the
public from taking appropriate preventive measures and encourages incorrect behaviour,
thus increasing the spread of the infection and eventually contributing to poor health
outcomes [4].

Policy and systems research in health is crucial to address local health issues, health
vulnerability, and inequities. However, Sub-Saharan Africa has been shown to generate the
lowest number of publications worldwide in biomedical research [2]. In other words, health
issues on the continent are poorly documented, resulting in a lack of data needed for
advocacy and the implementation of informed policies for population protection. Qualified
healthcare and public health workers are trustworthy sources of knowledge and information.
However, they face numerous challenges when conducting research. First, due to the limited
number of qualified healthcare providers and the high volume of patients seeking treatment,
healthcare professionals have a hectic schedule that makes conducting research difficult.
Other contributing factors include a lack of appropriate facilities, scientific education,
research institutions, and funding [5]. As a result, doctors spend only small amounts of time
considering or conducting research, resulting in a paucity of data to inform and influence
policymakers to enhance health systems on the continent with the highest global disease
burden. Therefore, it is critical to bolstering health policy and systems research (HPSR)
among healthcare providers in Sub-Saharan Africa.

HPSR attempts to better understand how communities organize to achieve common health
goals and how diverse players engage in policy and planning processes to influence policy
outcomes [6]. Additionally, HPSR is essential for providing policymakers with relevant and
accurate information. In this regard, healthcare providers are well-informed sources who
can effectively respond to health issues of concern for their communities. In addition to
their daily activities, they can conduct research and provide comprehensive data to shape
health systems via evidence-based advocacy, influencing evidence-informed decision-
making.

Furthermore, it is essential to harness healthcare students’ research skills. Teachers can play
a significant role in supervising and equipping students with more health policy and systems
tools along with epidemiological design. As a result, students can conduct high-quality
research under the guidance of their teachers even when healthcare providers cannot due to
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their hectic schedules. Interestingly, a teaching research program aimed at improving the
research potential of medical students in an African country recorded excellent results and
showed that medical students were valuable human resources for health promotion [7].
Therefore, empowered students can also conduct high impact studies and make meaningful,
evidence-based recommendations while considering their relevance and convenience in the
face of local health challenges. Such recommendations include accessible, high-quality,
people-centred and integrated health services that are critical for achieving universal health
coverage.

Encouraging further studies in HPSR would have a substantial impact on the capacity to
tackle the COVID-19 pandemic and other diseases as well as improve the health system in
Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole. Healthcare providers and students can correctly detect
bottlenecks that lower health systems performance and hinder better responses to health
challenges. Countries must support research and develop health research agendas to guide
researchers in addressing critical health issues that fit national health priorities. In this
respect, local researchers must be well equipped, during the COVID-19 pandemic and
beyond, to write policy briefs and communicate evidence-based findings in a targeted and
action-oriented manner that can adequately reform health systems to respond to community
needs. Furthermore, establishing connections between researchers and policymakers would
be impactful as it would facilitate policymaking and implementation. Finally,
recommendations relevant for and adapted to the local context are equally important. Such
recommendations will provide a course of action to the community and decision-makers
necessary to foster health systems performance and thereby improve health equity and
health promotion.
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