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Abstract: Leukemia remains a major health challenge in Africa, where limited access to advanced diagnostic technologies often leads 
to delayed diagnosis and suboptimal treatment outcomes. This review explores the role of WHO-supported laboratory innovations in 
advancing leukemia diagnosis across the continent. It examines key technologies such as molecular diagnostics, flow cytometry, and 
cytogenetics, highlighting how these innovations have enhanced the accuracy and speed of leukemia detection in resource-limited 
settings. By facilitating early and precise diagnoses, these technologies are improving patient management and treatment outcomes. 
Despite the promising advancements, significant barriers to widespread implementation persist, including high costs, inadequate 
infrastructure, and a shortage of trained personnel. WHO’s efforts to address these challenges through regional collaborations, 
technical assistance, and capacity-building initiatives are pivotal in overcoming these obstacles. The establishment of specialized 
diagnostic centers and the integration of advanced technologies into national healthcare systems are key strategies to expand access 
and improve leukemia care in Africa.
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Introduction
Leukemia, a hematologic cancer that affects the blood and bone marrow, represents a major health challenge worldwide, 
including in Africa. It is a disease that, if diagnosed early, can be treated more effectively, leading to improved survival 
rates and quality of life for affected individuals. However, in many parts of Africa, leukemia diagnosis is often delayed or 
missed entirely due to inadequate healthcare infrastructure, lack of trained medical personnel, and limited access to 
advanced diagnostic technologies. These challenges are particularly pronounced in low-resource settings, where basic 
diagnostic tools may be unavailable or unaffordable. As a result, many African patients are diagnosed at advanced stages 
of the disease when treatment options are more limited, contributing to poor outcomes.1–5 The World Health 
Organization (WHO) has long recognized the need to address these challenges and improve healthcare delivery in 
Africa. The organization has been instrumental in supporting laboratory innovations that enhance the diagnosis of 
leukemia and other cancers across the continent. WHO’s efforts focus on increasing access to advanced diagnostic 
technologies, such as molecular testing, flow cytometry, and cytogenetic analysis, which have revolutionized leukemia 
diagnosis globally. These innovations not only help to identify the specific type of leukemia but also provide crucial 
information for personalized treatment planning, which can significantly improve survival rates. By improving diagnostic 
accuracy and speed, WHO-supported laboratory innovations have the potential to change the landscape of leukemia care 
in Africa.6–8 In recent years, WHO has collaborated with African governments, international organizations, and local 
health agencies to introduce and scale these laboratory innovations. The goal is to bridge the diagnostic gap between 
Africa and more developed regions, where cutting-edge technologies are more widely available. While significant strides 
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have been made, there remains a large gap in access to these innovations across the continent, especially in rural and 
underserved regions. As a result, this review will examine the key laboratory innovations in leukemia diagnosis that 
WHO has supported, assess their impact on healthcare systems in Africa, and explore the challenges that continue to 
hinder their widespread implementation.9

One of the most notable advancements in leukemia diagnosis is the introduction of molecular diagnostic technologies, 
including polymerase chain reaction (PCR) and next-generation sequencing (NGS). These technologies allow for the 
detection of specific genetic mutations and chromosomal abnormalities that are characteristic of different types of 
leukemia. For example, the Philadelphia chromosome, a genetic abnormality often associated with chronic myelogenous 
leukemia (CML), can be detected using molecular diagnostics. The ability to identify such mutations at an early stage 
helps doctors make more informed treatment decisions, improving patient outcomes. WHO has played a critical role in 
introducing these technologies in select African hospitals and laboratories, where they are now being used to provide 
more accurate and timely leukemia diagnoses.10–12 Flow cytometry, another important diagnostic technology, has also 
been introduced with WHO support. This technology enables the analysis of cells based on their size, complexity, and 
surface markers, allowing clinicians to differentiate between various types of leukemia. Flow cytometry has proven 
invaluable in diagnosing acute leukemia, as it helps to identify the presence of abnormal cells and assess the disease’s 
progression. WHO has provided technical support to healthcare facilities in Africa, equipping them with flow cytometers 
and training laboratory technicians to use them effectively. While flow cytometry is not yet universally available across 
the continent, its adoption in certain regions has led to better diagnosis and more targeted treatment for leukemia 
patients.13 Cytogenetic testing, which involves the study of chromosomes in leukemia cells, is another diagnostic tool 
that has been supported by WHO in Africa. This technique helps to identify chromosomal abnormalities such as 
translocations, deletions, and duplications, which can provide valuable insight into the type of leukemia a patient has. 
For example, the detection of the BCR-ABL fusion gene in CML patients is critical for determining the appropriate 
treatment. Although cytogenetic testing requires significant infrastructure and resources, WHO has helped establish 
regional cytogenetic laboratories in Africa, making this important diagnostic tool more accessible to patients in these 
areas. The impact of cytogenetics on leukemia diagnosis in Africa has been profound, enabling earlier and more accurate 
diagnoses that can guide treatment decisions.14–17

Aim
The aim of this review is to explore and analyze the impact of World Health Organization (WHO)-supported laboratory 
innovations in improving leukemia diagnosis across Africa.

Justification of the Review
WHO-supported laboratory innovations have been instrumental in bridging the diagnostic divide. These initiatives 
include the introduction of cost-effective diagnostic tools, training programs for laboratory personnel, and the imple
mentation of digital pathology and telemedicine solutions. Documenting these advancements provides valuable insights 
into how global health organizations are addressing diagnostic inequities and demonstrates the potential of these 
innovations to transform leukemia care in resource-limited settings. Moreover, the review serves as a platform for 
knowledge transfer, consolidating information on diagnostic advancements and the challenges faced in their implementa
tion. This resource can guide healthcare professionals, policymakers, and researchers in adopting best practices, fostering 
collaboration, and tailoring solutions to the unique needs of African populations. Additionally, the review emphasizes the 
importance of equitable healthcare delivery. Inequities in diagnostic access and treatment disproportionately affect 
leukemia patients in Africa, particularly those in rural and underserved areas.1–4 By advocating for sustained investment 
in laboratory infrastructure and capacity building, this review aligns with global health goals to reduce disparities and 
improve health outcomes for all. Finally, the review aims to inspire further research and innovation by identifying gaps in 
current practices. Highlighting the challenges faced in implementing WHO-supported initiatives can stimulate new 
approaches and foster partnerships that prioritize sustainability and long-term impact.

https://doi.org/10.2147/BLCTT.S518005                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  Blood and Lymphatic Cancer: Targets and Therapy 2025:15 48

Obeagu                                                                                                                                                                               

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)



Review Methodology
This narrative review was designed to provide a comprehensive exploration of WHO-supported laboratory innovations in 
leukemia diagnosis across Africa. To achieve this objective, a systematic yet flexible approach was adopted to gather, 
analyze, and synthesize information from diverse sources. The search for relevant data began with a thorough exploration 
of academic databases, including PubMed, Google Scholar, Scopus, and the WHO Global Health Observatory. These 
platforms were selected for their extensive coverage of peer-reviewed literature and public health data. In addition to 
these, official WHO reports, cancer registry data from African countries, and other gray literature sources were included 
to capture recent advancements and region-specific details. The timeframe for the search spanned from 2010 to 2024 to 
focus on contemporary innovations and trends in leukemia diagnostics. To refine the search, a set of keywords and 
phrases was employed, such as “leukemia diagnosis in Africa”, “WHO laboratory innovations”, “hematological malig
nancies”, and “cancer diagnostics in low-resource settings”. Boolean operators were used to combine these terms 
effectively, while filters were applied to exclude unrelated results and focus on English-language publications.

The inclusion and exclusion criteria were clearly defined to ensure the relevance and quality of the data gathered. 
Studies and reports focusing on leukemia diagnosis in Africa, particularly those highlighting WHO-supported initiatives, 
were included. Conversely, articles outside the African context, those lacking methodological rigor, and those unrelated to 
leukemia or laboratory diagnostics were excluded. The quality of the included studies was assessed using a standardized 
checklist tailored for narrative reviews. Factors such as methodological clarity, robustness of findings, relevance to the 
review’s objectives, and contextual applicability to African healthcare settings were evaluated to ensure reliability.

Laboratory Innovations in Leukemia Diagnosis
Leukemia, a diverse group of hematologic cancers, requires accurate and timely diagnosis for optimal patient manage
ment. Over the past few decades, laboratory innovations have played a pivotal role in enhancing the diagnosis of 
leukemia, improving prognostic accuracy, and guiding treatment decisions. These advancements have revolutionized 
leukemia care, providing a clearer understanding of the disease at a molecular level and enabling clinicians to tailor 
therapies to individual patients’ needs. In regions like Africa, where healthcare infrastructure often faces significant 
challenges, the introduction of these technologies is particularly important in overcoming diagnostic barriers and 
improving patient outcomes.18–20

Molecular Diagnostics
One of the most significant laboratory innovations in leukemia diagnosis is the use of molecular diagnostic technologies. 
Techniques such as PCR, quantitative PCR, and NGS have enabled the detection of specific genetic mutations, 
chromosomal abnormalities, and gene rearrangements that are hallmark features of various leukemia subtypes. For 
example, the Philadelphia chromosome, a genetic abnormality involving a translocation between chromosomes 9 and 22, 
is a characteristic of CML. Identifying this abnormality early through molecular diagnostics is crucial for prognosis and 
for determining the appropriate treatment, such as targeted therapies with tyrosine kinase inhibitors. PCR techniques, 
which amplify and detect genetic material, provide an efficient and sensitive method for diagnosing specific mutations 
associated with leukemia. In African countries, where leukemia diagnosis has traditionally been based on morphology 
and clinical presentation, the introduction of molecular diagnostic techniques has brought about a paradigm shift. WHO- 
supported initiatives have facilitated the adoption of molecular diagnostics in selected healthcare facilities across Africa, 
contributing to more precise and timely diagnosis. The accessibility of these advanced tools can be life-saving, as early 
detection of mutations like the Philadelphia chromosome allows for personalized treatment options, significantly 
improving patient outcomes.21,22

Flow Cytometry
Flow cytometry is another critical laboratory innovation in leukemia diagnosis. This technique involves analyzing cells 
based on their size, complexity, and the presence of specific surface markers. Flow cytometry is particularly useful for 
diagnosing hematologic cancers like leukemia, as it enables the identification of abnormal cells that may be present in the 
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blood or bone marrow. Leukemic cells often exhibit unique surface markers that distinguish them from normal cells, and 
flow cytometry can rapidly identify these markers, providing critical diagnostic information. In the context of leukemia, 
flow cytometry can help differentiate between various subtypes of acute leukemia, such as ALL andAML, based on the 
specific antigens expressed on the surface of malignant cells. Additionally, flow cytometry plays a crucial role in 
monitoring minimal residual disease (MRD) after treatment, enabling clinicians to assess the effectiveness of therapy 
and predict the risk of relapse. WHO’s support for flow cytometry in African countries has led to its adoption in key 
diagnostic centers, where it is used to enhance the accuracy of leukemia diagnoses, even in resource-limited settings. By 
enabling the identification of specific leukemia subtypes, flow cytometry improves the overall quality of care and guides 
personalized treatment strategies.23–27

Cytogenetic Analysis
Cytogenetic analysis, which involves the study of chromosomal changes in leukemia cells, is another essential tool in 
leukemia diagnosis. This technique can detect structural chromosomal abnormalities such as translocations, deletions, 
and duplications, which are characteristic of different leukemia types. For instance, the detection of the BCR-ABL fusion 
gene, commonly seen in CML, provides critical diagnostic and prognostic information. Similarly, the identification of 
other chromosomal abnormalities, such as mutations in the FLT3 gene in AML, can help guide treatment decisions. 
Cytogenetics plays a vital role in determining the prognosis of leukemia patients, as certain chromosomal abnormalities 
are associated with a better or worse outlook. WHO has facilitated the establishment of regional cytogenetics laboratories 
in several African countries, making this technology more accessible to patients in these regions. The ability to detect 
chromosomal abnormalities early in the diagnostic process allows for more accurate prognosis and the development of 
tailored treatment plans, improving overall patient survival.28–31

Next-Generation Sequencing (NGS)
Next-generation sequencing (NGS) represents the cutting edge of molecular diagnostic technology. This high-throughput 
method allows for the comprehensive analysis of an individual’s genetic makeup, enabling the detection of mutations, 
gene fusions, and epigenetic changes associated with leukemia. NGS has the advantage of being able to sequence 
multiple genes simultaneously, providing a broader view of the genetic alterations present in a patient’s leukemia cells. 
This comprehensive approach allows for the identification of mutations that may not be detectable through other 
methods, ensuring a more complete diagnostic picture. NGS is especially useful in identifying rare mutations or those 
that may not have been previously associated with leukemia, which could open the door to new treatment options. WHO 
has been instrumental in introducing NGS technologies to some African countries, although the cost and complexity of 
the technology remain a challenge. Still, with the ongoing advancement of sequencing technologies and the increasing 
availability of lower-cost alternatives, NGS has the potential to become more widely accessible, offering a game- 
changing tool in the diagnosis and treatment of leukemia.11,30,32–35

Laboratory Capacity Building and Training
In order to effectively implement these laboratory innovations, there is a critical need for capacity building and training. 
Many African healthcare systems face a shortage of trained personnel who can operate sophisticated diagnostic 
equipment such as flow cytometers and NGS platforms. WHO’s efforts in training laboratory technicians and clinicians 
are crucial to ensuring the successful integration of these technologies into clinical practice. Specialized training 
programs and workshops have been organized to enhance the skills of laboratory professionals, ensuring that they are 
equipped to handle complex diagnostic tools. The creation of regional centers of excellence in laboratory diagnostics, 
supported by WHO, has also contributed to building capacity in Africa. These centers not only provide diagnostic 
services but also serve as hubs for training and knowledge-sharing among healthcare professionals. By improving the 
technical expertise of healthcare workers, WHO is helping to ensure that the latest laboratory innovations are imple
mented effectively and sustainably across the continent.36–39
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Overcoming Barriers to Implementation
Despite the significant advances in laboratory technology, several barriers remain to the widespread implementation of 
these innovations in Africa. The high costs associated with advanced diagnostic tools such as PCR, NGS, and flow 
cytometry pose a major challenge. While WHO’s support helps to alleviate some of these financial burdens through 
donations and technical assistance, many African countries still struggle to secure the necessary funding for these 
technologies. Additionally, the lack of reliable infrastructure, such as stable electricity and internet connectivity, can 
hinder the functionality of advanced diagnostic equipment in remote areas. To overcome these barriers, WHO is working 
with African governments and international partners to improve healthcare infrastructure and secure sustainable funding 
for leukemia diagnostic initiatives. Collaboration between public and private sectors, as well as international organiza
tions, will be key to ensuring that laboratory innovations are more accessible to underserved populations across Africa. 
Through these collaborative efforts, the gap in leukemia diagnosis can be narrowed, ultimately improving survival rates 
and quality of life for patients across the continent.40–43

Challenges in Expanding Diagnostic Access for Leukemia in Africa
Expanding access to leukemia diagnostics in Africa faces a range of challenges, many of which are deeply rooted in the 
continent’s healthcare infrastructure, socio-economic conditions, and regional disparities in medical resources. While 
advancements in diagnostic technologies, such as molecular diagnostics, flow cytometry, and next-generation sequencing 
(NGS), have transformed leukemia diagnosis globally, the implementation of these technologies in Africa is hindered by 
several obstacles. Addressing these challenges is crucial to improving the overall diagnostic capacity for leukemia and 
ensuring timely and accurate treatment for patients across the continent.44–46

Limited Healthcare Infrastructure
One of the primary challenges in expanding diagnostic access for leukemia is the limited healthcare infrastructure in 
many African countries. Inadequate hospital facilities, insufficient laboratory equipment, and the lack of a robust supply 
chain for reagents and consumables significantly impede the ability of healthcare providers to adopt advanced diagnostic 
technologies. In rural and remote areas, access to even basic diagnostic services is often constrained, making the 
introduction of sophisticated tools such as flow cytometers and NGS platforms particularly difficult. Without proper 
infrastructure, diagnostic laboratories are ill-equipped to manage the demands of modern leukemia diagnostics. 
Additionally, power outages and inconsistent access to electricity further complicate the operation of high-tech diagnostic 
equipment. These challenges result in delays in diagnosis, potential errors in test results, and increased costs associated 
with maintenance and equipment downtime. WHO’s support in infrastructure development is vital, but efforts must be 
expanded to ensure that diagnostic equipment is adequately supported by the necessary infrastructure, including reliable 
power sources and transportation networks for reagents and samples.47–50

High Costs of Diagnostic Technologies
The high costs associated with advanced diagnostic tools are another significant barrier to widespread access in Africa. 
Technologies such as next-generation sequencing, polymerase chain reaction (PCR), and flow cytometry are expensive 
both in terms of initial setup and ongoing operational costs. While these technologies can significantly improve the 
accuracy of leukemia diagnosis, the financial burden they place on healthcare systems, especially in low-resource 
settings, remains a major challenge. This issue is exacerbated by the limited healthcare budgets in many African 
countries, which often prioritize other pressing health issues over cancer diagnostics. For many African countries, the 
adoption of molecular diagnostics and NGS technologies requires substantial investment in both equipment and the 
training of specialized personnel. Even with WHO’s support, the upfront costs of setting up molecular diagnostic 
laboratories can be prohibitively high. Furthermore, the ongoing costs of reagents, consumables, and maintenance of 
sophisticated diagnostic equipment can strain already limited healthcare budgets, particularly in public health sectors. As 
a result, many healthcare facilities are unable to afford these advanced diagnostic tools, leading to a reliance on outdated, 
less accurate diagnostic methods.51
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Shortage of Skilled Personnel
The shortage of trained personnel capable of operating advanced diagnostic technologies is a key challenge in expanding 
access to leukemia diagnosis in Africa. Specialized training in molecular diagnostics, flow cytometry, and other 
leukemia-related diagnostic techniques requires investment in human capital. However, many African countries face 
a shortage of trained laboratory technicians and hematologists, limiting the capacity to fully implement these technol
ogies. Additionally, specialized training programs are often scarce, and healthcare workers may have limited opportu
nities to gain hands-on experience with cutting-edge diagnostic equipment. WHO has supported the establishment of 
regional training centers and capacity-building programs to address this issue, but the demand for trained personnel far 
exceeds the supply. In many African countries, laboratory staff may be overworked, underpaid, and lack the resources to 
stay updated on the latest advancements in leukemia diagnostics. As a result, even where diagnostic technologies are 
available, there may be insufficient expertise to utilize them effectively. Overcoming this challenge requires long-term 
investment in healthcare education, training programs, and continuing professional development for laboratory profes
sionals across the continent.52,53

Regional Disparities in Access to Diagnostics
There are significant regional disparities in access to leukemia diagnostics across Africa. Urban areas, particularly in 
countries with more developed healthcare systems, tend to have better access to advanced diagnostic technologies. In 
contrast, rural and remote areas are often underserved, with limited access to even basic healthcare services. These 
disparities are further exacerbated by differences in socio-economic status, education levels, and regional health policies. 
As a result, patients living in rural or underserved areas are less likely to receive timely and accurate diagnoses, leading 
to delayed treatment and worse outcomes. The concentration of advanced diagnostic technologies in large cities creates 
an uneven distribution of healthcare resources, making it difficult for patients in rural areas to benefit from innovations in 
leukemia diagnostics. Furthermore, patients in these regions may face additional barriers such as transportation costs, 
lack of awareness about leukemia symptoms, and cultural barriers that prevent them from seeking timely medical 
attention. Expanding diagnostic access in these underserved areas requires targeted interventions, including mobile 
diagnostic units, telemedicine, and the establishment of satellite clinics equipped with basic diagnostic tools.54

Limited Public Awareness and Education
Limited public awareness and education about leukemia and its diagnostic options also pose challenges in expanding 
access to early diagnosis. Many individuals in Africa may not be aware of the symptoms of leukemia or may mistakenly 
attribute them to other, more common illnesses. The lack of awareness about the importance of early diagnosis often 
leads to delays in seeking medical attention, reducing the likelihood of successful treatment outcomes. Additionally, 
misconceptions and stigma surrounding cancer may prevent patients from accessing care, especially in communities with 
strong cultural or religious beliefs. Education campaigns to raise awareness about leukemia and its diagnostic processes 
are essential for encouraging early detection and treatment. WHO and other international organizations have made strides 
in improving public health education, but there is still much work to be done. Expanding public awareness efforts and 
ensuring that accurate information about leukemia symptoms, diagnosis, and treatment is available in local languages can 
help reduce stigma and promote earlier diagnosis, particularly in rural and remote areas.55,56

Policy and Governance Challenges
Another challenge in expanding access to leukemia diagnostics is the lack of robust health policies and governance 
structures in some African countries. While some governments have developed national cancer control plans, many lack 
comprehensive strategies for addressing leukemia specifically. The absence of clear policy frameworks, coordinated 
efforts between government bodies, and funding mechanisms can hinder progress in expanding diagnostic access. 
Moreover, the integration of leukemia diagnostics into broader cancer care programs often lacks prioritization, leading 
to fragmented services that are not widely available or accessible. WHO has worked with African governments to 
develop national cancer control programs and policies, but the implementation of these policies often faces hurdles such 
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as political instability, competing health priorities, and limited funding. A concerted effort to strengthen health govern
ance, improve policy frameworks, and ensure political will is crucial to overcoming these systemic barriers. By 
prioritizing leukemia diagnostics within broader healthcare policies, African governments can ensure that appropriate 
resources are allocated to improve diagnostic access and treatment outcomes.57,58

WHO’s Role in Supporting Laboratory Innovations for Leukemia Diagnosis in Africa
The World Health Organization (WHO) has played a pivotal role in enhancing laboratory diagnostics for leukemia across 
Africa, addressing the growing burden of cancer on the continent through the introduction of innovative technologies and 
comprehensive support initiatives. As part of its mission to improve health outcomes globally, WHO recognizes the 
importance of timely and accurate leukemia diagnosis in ensuring effective treatment and better survival rates. In the 
context of Africa, where healthcare infrastructure and resources are often limited, WHO’s involvement in fostering 
laboratory innovations is critical to overcoming diagnostic barriers and providing equitable access to quality care.59

Promoting Capacity Building and Training
WHO has been instrumental in promoting capacity building for laboratory professionals across Africa. The organization has 
supported the establishment of regional training programs and workshops to equip laboratory technicians, hematologists, 
and other healthcare professionals with the necessary skills to operate advanced diagnostic tools such as flow cytometry, 
polymerase chain reaction (PCR), and next-generation sequencing (NGS). By facilitating hands-on training and education, 
WHO ensures that healthcare workers across the continent can effectively utilize these technologies to diagnose leukemia in 
its early stages, increasing the chances of successful treatment outcomes. Additionally, WHO has partnered with African 
countries to develop standardized training curricula for leukemia diagnostics. This initiative aims to address the skill gap in 
hematology laboratories and to ensure that laboratory professionals are equipped with up-to-date knowledge on emerging 
diagnostic methodologies. WHO’s training programs also focus on fostering continuous professional development, ensuring 
that healthcare workers stay informed about the latest innovations in leukemia diagnosis and treatment.60,61

Supporting the Introduction of Advanced Diagnostic Technologies
Another essential role WHO plays is in supporting the introduction and adoption of advanced diagnostic technologies in 
African laboratories. The organization provides technical assistance and guidance to healthcare systems on how to 
integrate cutting-edge diagnostic tools into their existing infrastructures. WHO’s support extends to the procurement and 
installation of sophisticated diagnostic equipment, ensuring that healthcare facilities in Africa are equipped to diagnose 
leukemia accurately. WHO also helps in creating frameworks for the maintenance, calibration, and optimal use of 
diagnostic machines, ensuring sustainability and effectiveness. While the initial investment in these technologies can be 
high, WHO collaborates with international donors, governments, and non-governmental organizations to mitigate the 
financial burden on local healthcare systems, making advanced diagnostic methods more accessible. Furthermore, WHO 
advocates for the inclusion of leukemia diagnostic tools in national cancer control programs, ensuring that diagnostic 
capacity is integrated into broader healthcare planning.62

Strengthening Healthcare Networks and Collaboration
WHO fosters collaboration between national health ministries, academic institutions, and international partners to 
enhance leukemia diagnostic capabilities. By building networks of specialized laboratories and creating regional centers 
of excellence, WHO helps ensure that the latest diagnostic innovations are shared and disseminated across African 
nations. These collaborations also support the establishment of referral networks, where patients in rural or underserved 
areas can be referred to specialized centers with advanced diagnostic capabilities. In addition to strengthening regional 
networks, WHO actively works to harmonize diagnostic protocols across Africa. By standardizing diagnostic approaches 
and ensuring that laboratories adhere to international best practices, WHO helps to increase the reliability and accuracy of 
leukemia diagnosis throughout the continent. Standardization also aids in data collection and surveillance, providing 
valuable insights into the prevalence and trends of leukemia, which can inform future research and health policy 
decisions.63,64
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Enhancing Access to Diagnostic Reagents and Supplies
Access to the necessary reagents and diagnostic supplies is another area where WHO’s support is vital. In many African 
countries, the availability of critical diagnostic materials such as antibodies, reagents, and consumables can be incon
sistent, often due to supply chain disruptions or financial constraints. WHO works with local health systems to establish 
reliable supply chains and procurement strategies, ensuring that laboratories are adequately stocked with the necessary 
materials for leukemia diagnosis. Moreover, WHO advocates for the integration of leukemia diagnostic tools and 
reagents into the essential medicines lists of African countries, promoting policies that prioritize cancer diagnostics as 
part of national healthcare priorities. This support helps reduce the barriers to accessing diagnostic services, ensuring that 
healthcare providers are well-equipped to diagnose leukemia when cases arise.65

Facilitating Research and Development
WHO also plays a crucial role in fostering research and development (R&D) to improve leukemia diagnostic techniques 
in Africa. By supporting clinical research initiatives and facilitating collaborations between African research institutions 
and global partners, WHO contributes to the development of new diagnostic tests and biomarkers that can enhance the 
early detection of leukemia in diverse populations. Research supported by WHO focuses on tailoring diagnostic tools to 
the unique genetic and environmental factors found in African populations, ensuring that diagnostic innovations are 
culturally relevant and effective. Additionally, WHO’s involvement in clinical trials and pilot programs enables the 
testing of novel diagnostic approaches in real-world settings, providing valuable data on their effectiveness and feasibility 
in resource-limited environments. This research-driven approach ensures that Africa can benefit from cutting-edge 
diagnostic innovations while simultaneously addressing the continent’s unique healthcare challenges.51

Policy Advocacy and Health System Strengthening
WHO’s advocacy efforts are crucial in influencing national policies on leukemia diagnostics and cancer care in Africa. By 
working with governments and health ministries, WHO helps integrate leukemia diagnosis into national cancer control 
plans and health agendas. This policy support is essential for ensuring that leukemia diagnostics receive the necessary 
attention and funding within the broader healthcare system. WHO also provides technical assistance to African govern
ments in strengthening their health systems to improve access to diagnostics. By helping countries build sustainable 
healthcare infrastructures, WHO ensures that advancements in leukemia diagnosis are not short-term fixes but are integrated 
into long-term strategies for cancer care. This systemic approach is essential for overcoming the challenges of diagnostic 
accessibility and ensuring that diagnostic tools and treatments reach those who need them most.1,64

Impact of Innovations on Patient Outcomes in Leukemia Diagnosis in Africa
Innovations in leukemia diagnosis have had a profound impact on patient outcomes in Africa, offering significant 
improvements in early detection, treatment efficacy, and overall survival rates. By enhancing the accuracy and timeliness 
of diagnoses, these innovations have allowed healthcare providers to detect leukemia at earlier, more treatable stages. The 
availability of advanced diagnostic technologies, including flow cytometry, polymerase chain reaction (PCR), and next- 
generation sequencing (NGS), has revolutionized how leukemia is diagnosed, providing critical insights into the disease’s 
molecular profile and enabling more personalized treatment plans. This section explores how these innovations have 
directly impacted patient outcomes in the African context.66,67

Early Detection and Improved Prognosis
One of the most significant impacts of diagnostic innovations on patient outcomes is the ability to detect leukemia at earlier 
stages. Traditionally, leukemia diagnoses in Africa were often delayed due to limited access to advanced diagnostic tools, 
leading to a high number of patients presenting with advanced stages of the disease. Innovations in laboratory diagnostics, 
such as PCR and flow cytometry, allow for more accurate and earlier detection of leukemia, which is crucial for improving 
the prognosis. Early detection increases the likelihood of patients responding positively to treatment, reduces the need for 
aggressive interventions, and enhances overall survival rates. For example, molecular techniques such as PCR can identify 
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specific genetic mutations and abnormalities that are indicative of leukemia, even in its early stages. These techniques 
enable healthcare providers to diagnose leukemia before it progresses to an advanced stage, offering patients a better chance 
of successful treatment outcomes. The ability to detect leukemia early also helps reduce the number of unnecessary 
treatments for other diseases, reducing both the physical and emotional burden on patients.68

Personalized and Targeted Treatment Plans
Innovations in leukemia diagnostics have also led to more personalized and targeted treatment strategies, which have had 
a significant impact on patient outcomes. Through advanced diagnostic techniques such as NGS and immunophenotyp
ing, clinicians are able to determine the specific subtype and genetic makeup of leukemia in individual patients. This 
detailed molecular information allows for the development of tailored treatment plans that are more effective in targeting 
the unique characteristics of each patient’s leukemia. Personalized treatment approaches, including targeted therapies and 
precision medicine, are often more effective than traditional one-size-fits-all treatments. By identifying the specific 
mutations and molecular pathways involved in a patient’s leukemia, clinicians can select the most appropriate drugs, 
reducing the risk of adverse reactions and improving the likelihood of remission. In Africa, where access to healthcare 
resources can be limited, these innovations maximize the use of available therapies, ensuring that patients receive the 
most appropriate and effective treatment based on their specific diagnostic profile.69

Reduced Treatment Toxicity and Improved Quality of Life
The integration of advanced diagnostics in leukemia treatment also helps to minimize the toxicity associated with 
conventional chemotherapy. Traditional treatments for leukemia often involve aggressive chemotherapy regimens that 
can have severe side effects, including organ damage, infection, and a significant reduction in the patient’s quality of life. 
By using precise diagnostic information to identify the most effective treatment options, healthcare providers can reduce 
the use of harsh treatments and tailor interventions to the patient’s needs. For example, molecular testing may reveal that 
a patient’s leukemia is resistant to certain chemotherapy drugs, allowing clinicians to avoid using those drugs and 
potentially reduce side effects. Additionally, by identifying specific molecular targets, clinicians can offer more effective 
targeted therapies that cause fewer side effects and improve the patient’s overall quality of life. This is particularly 
important in resource-limited settings, where supportive care services may be less accessible, and reducing the toxic 
effects of treatment can significantly enhance patient well-being.70

Improved Access to Treatment and Better Survival Rates
Innovations in leukemia diagnostics, particularly through the implementation of molecular techniques and the establish
ment of regional diagnostic hubs, have improved access to timely and accurate diagnosis across Africa. In the past, many 
patients in rural and remote areas faced significant challenges in obtaining a proper diagnosis due to the lack of 
specialized laboratories and diagnostic technologies. With the support of international organizations like WHO and 
regional collaborations, diagnostic innovations are increasingly accessible, even in underserved regions. As access to 
accurate diagnostics improves, more patients are being diagnosed earlier and are receiving treatment sooner. This shift 
has led to better survival rates and outcomes for leukemia patients, as early-stage leukemia is often more responsive to 
treatment. In regions where diagnostic innovations are being implemented, survival rates for both childhood and adult 
leukemia patients have seen improvements, demonstrating the positive impact of accessible, high-quality diagnostics on 
patient outcomes.71

Data-Driven Decision Making and Long-Term Monitoring
The innovations in leukemia diagnostics have also enabled better data collection, which is essential for ongoing patient 
management and long-term monitoring. By using technologies such as NGS and flow cytometry, clinicians can generate 
detailed molecular profiles of leukemia cases, allowing for more accurate monitoring of disease progression and 
treatment response. This data-driven approach helps healthcare providers make more informed decisions regarding the 
adjustment of treatment plans and the detection of any recurrence or relapse of the disease. Long-term monitoring 
through advanced diagnostics is particularly important in the management of chronic leukemia types, such as chronic 
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lymphocytic leukemia (CLL), where patients require continuous follow-up to ensure that the disease remains under 
control. Innovations in diagnostics enable healthcare systems to track these patients more effectively, leading to better 
management of their condition and improved long-term outcomes. Furthermore, the data collected from diagnostic 
innovations can contribute to broader research initiatives, providing insights into the epidemiology of leukemia in Africa 
and helping to inform future healthcare policies and strategies.72

Overcoming Healthcare Inequities
Finally, the impact of diagnostic innovations on patient outcomes extends to the broader challenge of addressing 
healthcare inequities in Africa. By introducing advanced diagnostic technologies, WHO and other international organiza
tions have made significant strides in reducing the gap in leukemia care between urban and rural areas. Regional 
diagnostic hubs, mobile diagnostic units, and telemedicine initiatives have made it possible for patients in remote areas to 
access high-quality leukemia diagnostics, ensuring that more individuals have the opportunity to receive an accurate 
diagnosis and appropriate treatment. This reduction in healthcare inequities is critical for improving overall health 
outcomes in Africa. By ensuring that diagnostic innovations reach all regions, including underserved rural areas, the gap 
in leukemia survival rates between different socio-economic groups can be narrowed. Moreover, providing equitable 
access to diagnostics enhances trust in the healthcare system and encourages early detection, which ultimately benefits 
patients and healthcare systems alike.73

Expanding Access to Diagnostic Innovations in Leukemia in Africa
Expanding access to diagnostic innovations for leukemia in Africa is a critical step toward improving healthcare 
outcomes and reducing the mortality rates associated with the disease. While significant progress has been made in 
the development and implementation of advanced diagnostic technologies, there remains a vast disparity in access to 
these tools across the continent. Expanding access to such innovations is essential for ensuring early and accurate 
diagnosis, which in turn facilitates timely and effective treatment. This section explores the key strategies and initiatives 
necessary to overcome barriers and ensure that diagnostic innovations reach all corners of Africa, particularly under
served and resource-limited regions.74

Overcoming Infrastructure and Resource Constraints
One of the primary challenges in expanding access to leukemia diagnostic innovations in Africa is the limited healthcare 
infrastructure and resources available, particularly in rural and remote areas. Many healthcare facilities across the 
continent are not equipped with the necessary infrastructure to support advanced diagnostic technologies like flow 
cytometry, polymerase chain reaction (PCR), and next-generation sequencing (NGS). To address this, it is essential to 
invest in upgrading laboratory facilities and providing the necessary equipment to hospitals and clinics, particularly those 
in rural or underserved areas. In many African countries, centralized diagnostic laboratories in major cities are often 
overwhelmed with cases, leading to delays in diagnosis and treatment. To mitigate this, decentralizing diagnostic services 
and setting up regional diagnostic hubs can significantly improve access. These hubs can serve as referral centers where 
patients from surrounding areas can access specialized leukemia diagnostic tools, avoiding the need for patients to travel 
long distances to major cities. Expanding the reach of these diagnostic centers is critical for ensuring that all patients, 
regardless of their geographic location, have access to timely and accurate diagnoses.75

Capacity Building and Training Healthcare Workers
Access to diagnostic innovations also depends on the availability of skilled healthcare workers capable of operating and 
interpreting the results of advanced diagnostic tools. In many parts of Africa, there is a shortage of trained laboratory 
technicians and hematologists who are proficient in the use of cutting-edge diagnostic technologies. To address this 
challenge, it is essential to invest in training and capacity building for healthcare workers across the continent. Programs 
that focus on training laboratory professionals in the use of molecular diagnostic tools, as well as providing ongoing 
education on the latest advancements in leukemia diagnostics, are critical to ensuring that these innovations are utilized 
effectively. International collaborations and partnerships with global health organizations such as the World Health 
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Organization (WHO) and research institutions can help establish training programs and workshops to equip healthcare 
workers with the necessary skills. Additionally, offering remote training and telemedicine support can bridge the gap for 
healthcare professionals in rural and underserved areas, where in-person training opportunities may be limited.76

Financial Support and Sustainable Funding Models
The high costs associated with advanced diagnostic technologies can be a major barrier to widespread adoption, 
particularly in low-resource settings. Many African countries struggle with limited healthcare budgets, making it 
challenging to prioritize and invest in expensive diagnostic equipment. To expand access, there needs to be 
a coordinated effort between governments, international donors, non-governmental organizations, and the private sector 
to provide sustainable financial support for leukemia diagnostic innovations. Financial assistance can take various forms, 
including grants, subsidies, and affordable pricing models for diagnostic equipment. The World Health Organization 
(WHO), along with other international bodies, has an essential role in advocating for financial support and facilitating 
collaborations that bring down the costs of advanced diagnostic technologies. Additionally, leveraging public-private 
partnerships can help ensure that the financial burden of implementing these innovations is shared, making it easier for 
African healthcare systems to adopt and sustain advanced diagnostic tools. Moreover, developing sustainable funding 
models that focus on long-term support for diagnostic innovations is crucial. These models should consider not only the 
initial investment in equipment but also the ongoing costs related to maintenance, training, and reagents. Creating 
a reliable and affordable supply chain for diagnostic materials, as well as ensuring that healthcare facilities have the 
resources to maintain and repair equipment, will be key to making these innovations sustainable over the long term.77

Mobile and Remote Diagnostic Solutions
Given the vast geographical landscape of Africa, with many communities in remote and hard-to-reach areas, mobile 
diagnostic solutions offer a promising way to extend the reach of advanced leukemia diagnostics. Mobile diagnostic units 
equipped with essential tools for leukemia diagnosis can travel to rural and underserved areas, providing timely testing 
and consultation services to communities that otherwise lack access to advanced healthcare. Incorporating telemedicine 
into the diagnostic process can further enhance access, allowing healthcare providers in remote areas to consult with 
specialists in urban centers. Remote diagnostics can enable the interpretation of complex test results and the development 
of treatment plans, ensuring that even patients in the most remote areas receive expert care. WHO and other international 
organizations can play a role in facilitating the implementation of these mobile diagnostic units and telemedicine 
platforms by providing technical support, funding, and training.78

Regional Collaboration and Knowledge Sharing
Regional collaboration is an essential strategy for expanding access to leukemia diagnostic innovations across Africa. By 
fostering cooperation between African countries, healthcare institutions, and research centers, it becomes possible to 
share knowledge, resources, and best practices, ensuring that diagnostic innovations are more widely disseminated. 
Regional diagnostic networks can be established to connect countries with similar healthcare challenges, enabling the 
sharing of diagnostic tools, reagents, and expertise. These networks can also facilitate the exchange of data and research 
findings, contributing to a better understanding of leukemia trends in Africa and informing the development of more 
effective diagnostic strategies tailored to the continent’s unique needs. Collaborative efforts among African countries can 
help build a collective approach to tackling the barriers to accessing advanced diagnostics, ensuring that progress in one 
region can benefit others.79

Advocacy and Policy Development
Expanding access to diagnostic innovations also requires strong advocacy efforts to ensure that leukemia diagnosis is 
prioritized within national healthcare agendas. WHO, along with local governments and advocacy organizations, must 
work together to raise awareness about the importance of early leukemia diagnosis and the role of advanced diagnostic 
tools in improving patient outcomes. By developing and implementing national health policies that prioritize cancer 
diagnostics and integrate advanced diagnostic technologies into healthcare systems, African countries can build 
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sustainable frameworks for access to leukemia diagnostics. These policies should address the various barriers to access, 
including funding, infrastructure, and workforce challenges, while promoting the development of cancer care as a key 
component of national health strategies.

Chronic Lymphocytic Leukemia (CLL) Management in Africa
Chronic lymphocytic leukemia (CLL), the most common adult leukemia in high-income countries, presents unique 
challenges in Africa due to limited diagnostic resources, treatment availability, and healthcare infrastructure. Despite 
these challenges, progress is being made in selected regions, with WHO-supported initiatives, private-sector partnerships, 
and government interventions helping to improve CLL care.16,80–82

Diagnosis
In African countries with well-developed healthcare systems, such as South Africa, Egypt, and Morocco, CLL 
diagnosis follows international standards. Flow cytometry, immunophenotyping, and molecular testing are routinely 
performed in tertiary centers to confirm CLL and assess prognostic markers such as TP53 mutations and IgHV 
status. Conversely, in resource-limited settings like Nigeria, Uganda, and Sudan, CLL is often diagnosed at an 
advanced stage due to the reliance on basic blood film examination and complete blood count (CBC) alone. Flow 
cytometry, which is essential for distinguishing CLL from other lymphoproliferative disorders, is often unavailable 
outside major cities. In rural areas, patients may not receive a definitive diagnosis, leading to mismanagement or 
treatment delays.

Treatment
In high-income African nations such as South Africa and Egypt, frontline therapies for CLL include chemoimmunother
apy (FCR – Fludarabine, Cyclophosphamide, and Rituximab) and targeted agents like ibrutinib (a Bruton’s tyrosine 
kinase inhibitor, BTKi). These treatments have significantly improved survival rates. Some private and government- 
sponsored programs subsidize ibrutinib for eligible patients, making targeted therapy more accessible. However, in low- 
resource settings like Malawi, Ethiopia, and Burkina Faso, the cost of these drugs is prohibitive, and patients often 
receive chlorambucil monotherapy, an older, less effective chemotherapy regimen. Rituximab, a monoclonal antibody 
essential for combination therapy, is available in some referral hospitals but remains out of reach for many due to high 
costs. The WHO and global cancer initiatives have made efforts to negotiate reduced prices for rituximab, but 
accessibility remains a major challenge.

Monitoring and Supportive Care
Regular monitoring of CLL patients requires frequent CBC tests, lymphocyte counts, and periodic imaging, which is 
readily available in countries with better healthcare infrastructure, such as Morocco and Tunisia. Patients are monitored 
for disease progression, and treatment decisions are based on well-established guidelines. In contrast, in Mozambique 
and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, routine monitoring is sporadic. Patients often present with advanced disease 
due to a lack of awareness and limited access to hematologists. Opportunistic infections, a major concern in immuno
suppressed CLL patients, are often inadequately managed due to shortages of broad-spectrum antibiotics and antifungal 
medications.

Palliative and Supportive Care
In many African nations, palliative care services are underdeveloped. However, in countries like Kenya and Ghana, non- 
governmental organizations (NGOs) have established leukemia support programs that provide pain management, 
nutritional support, and counseling for patients with advanced CLL. These programs help bridge the gap in healthcare 
access, but they are often limited to urban centers, leaving rural patients underserved.
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Molecular Subdivisions in AML and ALL: Implications for Treatment and 
Future Improvements in Africa
Acute myeloid leukemia (AML) and acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL) are highly heterogeneous diseases, with molecular 
markers playing a crucial role in prognosis and treatment selection. In high-income countries, molecular profiling, including 
FLT3, NPM1, and IDH1/2 mutations in AML and BCR-ABL status in ALL, guides targeted therapy decisions, improving 
patient outcomes. However, in much of Africa, leukemia treatment still relies heavily on traditional chemotherapy due to 
limited access to molecular diagnostics and targeted therapies. By leveraging existing infrastructure for chronic myeloid 
leukemia (CML) and chronic lymphocytic leukemia (CLL) management, African healthcare systems could improve AML 
and ALL care through enhanced diagnostic capacity, research collaborations, and treatment accessibility.83,84

The Role of Molecular Subdivisions in AML and ALL Treatment
AML Subtypes and Targeted Therapies

● FLT3-mutated AML: Patients benefit from FLT3 inhibitors (midostaurin, gilteritinib) in combination with 
chemotherapy.

● NPM1-mutated AML: NPM1 mutations often indicate a favorable prognosis, but co-mutations (eg, FLT3) influence 
treatment decisions.

● IDH1/2-mutated AML: IDH inhibitors (ivosidenib, enasidenib) provide new options for patients with these 
mutations.

● Current African Reality: In countries like South Africa and Egypt, some tertiary centers offer FLT3 testing, guiding 
targeted therapy. However, in most other African nations, AML treatment remains limited to standard chemotherapy 
(cytarabine + anthracycline) without molecular stratification.

ALL Subtypes and Targeted Therapies
● BCR-ABL+ (Philadelphia chromosome-positive) ALL: Requires tyrosine kinase inhibitors (TKIs) such as imatinib, 

dasatinib, or ponatinib alongside chemotherapy.
● BCR-ABL-negative ALL: Standard chemotherapy remains the primary treatment, with additional risk-based 

stratifications.
● Current African Reality: BCR-ABL testing is available in selected centers in South Africa, Nigeria, and Kenya, but 

remains largely inaccessible in rural regions, leading to delays in initiating TKI therapy.

Leveraging Existing CML and CLL Infrastructure for AML/ALL Care
African healthcare systems have made progress in molecular testing and targeted therapy for CML and CLL, particularly 
through:

● BCR-ABL testing infrastructure for CML, which can be expanded to test for Philadelphia chromosome-positive 
ALL.

● Flow cytometry labs established for CLL diagnosis, which can be adapted for AML and ALL immunophenotyping.
● Existing access programs for TKIs in CML, which could be extended to BCR-ABL+ ALL.

However, AML and ALL require additional molecular testing (FLT3, NPM1, IDH1/2), which remains largely unavail
able outside of South Africa and Egypt. Many African countries still rely on clinical diagnosis and morphology alone, 
leading to suboptimal treatment strategies.

Strategies to Improve AML and ALL Diagnosis and Treatment in Africa
Expand Molecular Testing Networks
Establish regional reference laboratories capable of FLT3, NPM1, IDH1/2, and BCR-ABL testing. Leverage existing 
PCR-based testing for BCR-ABL in CML to include ALL patients. Invest in next-generation sequencing (NGS) 
technology in major teaching hospitals to improve AML/ALL classification.
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Improve Access to Targeted Therapies
Integrate FLT3 inhibitors into existing national leukemia treatment programs. Expand WHO-supported access programs 
for TKIs (imatinib, dasatinib) to include Philadelphia-positive ALL. Encourage generic drug production to reduce costs 
of novel AML/ALL therapies.

Enhance Training of Hematologists and Laboratory Scientists
Provide specialized training on AML/ALL molecular testing in African medical schools and hospitals. Promote partner
ships between African healthcare systems and global leukemia research institutions.

Develop Regional Treatment Guidelines
Establish African-specific leukemia treatment protocols, integrating available therapies and diagnostic capabilities. 
Encourage multinational collaborations to develop cost-effective treatment approaches tailored to African healthcare 
systems.

Challenges in Leukemia Care Delivery in Africa: Barriers and Potential 
Solutions
Leukemia, a complex group of hematologic malignancies, presents a significant challenge to healthcare systems world
wide. In Africa, the burden of leukemia is compounded by numerous barriers that hinder early diagnosis, effective 
treatment, and long-term management. These challenges stem from limited healthcare infrastructure, inadequate diag
nostic capacity, high treatment costs, and insufficient specialized workforce. Addressing these gaps requires a multi- 
faceted approach that includes improving diagnostic facilities, expanding access to targeted therapies, enhancing 
healthcare policies, and fostering international collaborations.85,86

The Challenge of Early Diagnosis and Molecular Testing
Leukemia care begins with accurate and timely diagnosis, yet in many African nations, this remains a significant hurdle. 
In well-resourced countries, leukemia is classified based on molecular and cytogenetic markers, allowing for persona
lized treatment strategies. In Africa, however, the lack of diagnostic facilities limits access to essential tests such as flow 
cytometry, polymerase chain reaction (PCR), fluorescence in situ hybridization (FISH), and next-generation sequencing 
(NGS).87

For example:

● Chronic myeloid leukemia (CML) requires BCR-ABL testing, yet many hospitals in Africa rely solely on complete 
blood counts (CBC) and blood smear microscopy, leading to misdiagnosis or delayed treatment.

● Acute myeloid leukemia (AML) and acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL) demand molecular profiling for muta
tions like FLT3, NPM1, and IDH1/2 in AML and BCR-ABL status in ALL, yet most hospitals outside major cities 
lack the capacity for these advanced tests.

Potential Solutions
● Establishment of regional molecular diagnostic hubs: Centralized reference laboratories equipped with advanced 

testing capabilities can serve multiple hospitals within a country or across borders.
● Public-private partnerships to subsidize leukemia diagnostics: Government support, in collaboration with NGOs and 

pharmaceutical companies, can make molecular testing more accessible.
● Training programs for laboratory scientists: Expanding the workforce with expertise in leukemia diagnostics can 

improve the accuracy and efficiency of testing (Figure 1).

Limited Access to Standard and Targeted Therapies
Treatment disparities are among the most pressing concerns in leukemia care in Africa. Many countries lack access to 
modern therapies, relying on outdated chemotherapy regimens.
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● For CML, tyrosine kinase inhibitors (TKIs) such as imatinib, dasatinib, and nilotinib have revolutionized survival 
outcomes. However, high drug costs and erratic supply chains make these therapies inaccessible in many African 
nations. Some initiatives, such as the Max Foundation’s free imatinib program, have improved access, but gaps remain.

● For AML and ALL, targeted therapies such as FLT3 inhibitors, IDH inhibitors, and monoclonal antibodies 
(rituximab, blinatumomab, and inotuzumab) are standard in high-income countries but remain largely unavailable 
in African settings due to cost and regulatory hurdles.

● Bone marrow transplantation (BMT), a curative option for certain leukemias, is limited to a handful of countries 
such as South Africa, Egypt, and Morocco, making it inaccessible to the vast majority of patients.

Potential Solutions
● Negotiation of lower drug prices: Governments and health organizations should collaborate with pharmaceutical 

companies to subsidize leukemia medications and include them in national insurance programs.
● Expansion of local drug manufacturing: Producing generic versions of leukemia drugs within Africa could reduce 

costs and improve supply chains.
● Development of regional bone marrow transplant centers: Encouraging the establishment of transplant units in key 

regions could improve access to curative treatment (Figure 2).

Lack of Specialized Healthcare Professionals
A severe shortage of hematologists, oncologists, and trained oncology nurses further complicates leukemia care in 
Africa. Many countries have only a handful of specialists, with most practicing in urban areas. Rural and underserved 
regions often rely on general practitioners who may have limited experience in managing leukemia.

Potential Solutions
● Expansion of medical training programs: Increasing hematology and oncology fellowship positions in African 

universities and medical institutions can build a larger workforce.
● International exchange programs: Collaborations with global institutions can provide African doctors with specia

lized training in leukemia care.
● Telemedicine and remote consultation networks: Leveraging technology to connect local physicians with interna

tional leukemia experts can improve patient management in remote areas (Figure 3).

Figure 1 Disparities in Leukemia Diagnosis in Africa.
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Financial Barriers and Lack of Universal Healthcare Coverage
Leukemia treatment is expensive, and in many African countries, patients must pay out of pocket, leading to high rates of 
treatment abandonment. Even when therapies are available, high costs of hospitalization, laboratory tests, and supportive 
care place a heavy financial burden on families.

Potential Solutions
● Inclusion of leukemia treatment in national health insurance programs: Governments should expand insurance 

schemes to cover leukemia care, ensuring that patients are not forced to abandon treatment due to financial 
constraints.

● International funding and donation programs: Establishing leukemia-specific funds can help provide financial aid to 
patients in need.

Challenges in Long-Term Follow-Up and Supportive Care
Leukemia requires lifelong monitoring and supportive care, but many African healthcare systems lack structured follow- 
up programs.

● CML patients on TKIs require regular BCR-ABL monitoring, yet access to PCR testing is limited.
● AML and ALL survivors face risks of relapse, but in many areas, post-treatment surveillance is inconsistent.
● Supportive care, including blood transfusions, antibiotics, and antifungal medications, is often inadequate, leading 

to high infection-related mortality.

Figure 2 Comparing Accessibility Challenges in Leukemia Therapies.

Figure 3 Addressing the Shortage of Leukemia Care Specialists in Africa.
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Potential Solutions
● Implementation of structured follow-up programs: Establishing electronic health records and tracking systems can 

improve continuity of care.
● Investment in local blood banking and transfusion services: Strengthening these services will ensure that leukemia 

patients receive adequate supportive care.
● Expansion of community-based leukemia awareness programs: Educating patients and caregivers about long-term 

management can improve adherence to treatment and follow-up.

Recommendations and Country-Specific Instances of WHO-Supported 
Innovations in Leukemia Diagnosis and Treatment
To strengthen leukemia diagnosis and treatment in Africa, the following recommendations should be implemented based 
on existing WHO-supported laboratory innovations and country-specific successes:

Strengthen Diagnostic Capacity Across All Healthcare Levels
In South Africa, leukemia diagnosis is well-supported with advanced technologies such as flow cytometry, cytogenetics, 
and molecular testing (BCR-ABL PCR for CML diagnosis). Patients have access to comprehensive leukemia workups, 
including bone marrow aspiration and targeted therapy monitoring. In contrast, in Malawi and Chad, resource limitations 
restrict diagnostic tools to basic blood film analysis and full blood count (FBC), making it difficult to differentiate 
leukemia subtypes, particularly chronic myeloid leukemia (CML). WHO should expand the availability of affordable 
diagnostic tools, such as point-of-care PCR and digital pathology, in low-resource settings.

Improve Accessibility to Molecular Testing for CML (BCR-ABL Testing and 
Monitoring)

● Nigeria and Kenya: In major urban centers such as Lagos and Nairobi, some referral hospitals offer BCR-ABL 
testing, allowing accurate diagnosis of CML. However, access is often limited to private healthcare facilities, 
making it costly for many patients.

● Uganda and Ethiopia: In many public hospitals, CML diagnosis relies on clinical symptoms and blood film analysis 
without molecular confirmation, leading to diagnostic delays and mismanagement.

● Recommendation: WHO should support the expansion of centralized reference laboratories that offer subsidized or 
free BCR-ABL testing and monitoring for CML patients under national leukemia programs.

Establish Government-Funded Leukemia Treatment Programs for Equitable Access
Morocco has implemented a government-subsidized leukemia treatment program where CML patients receive imatinib 
through a state-sponsored initiative, significantly improving survival rates. In Senegal, lack of funding and high drug 
costs mean that many CML patients rely on NGOs or self-financing for treatment, leading to therapy discontinuation. 
More African countries should establish government-funded leukemia treatment programs, with WHO facilitating cost- 
sharing agreements with pharmaceutical companies for sustainable drug access.

Expand Public-Private Partnerships to Improve Access to Targeted Therapy
Egypt has successfully partnered with international organizations and pharmaceutical companies to provide affordable 
tyrosine kinase inhibitors (TKIs) for CML patients, ensuring continuity of care. In contrast, in Sudan and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, CML patients often rely on intermittent donations of TKIs, leading to inconsistent therapy and 
poor outcomes. WHO should encourage partnerships between African governments, private pharmaceutical firms, and 
international donors to ensure the sustained availability of leukemia medications.

Blood and Lymphatic Cancer: Targets and Therapy 2025:15                                                                https://doi.org/10.2147/BLCTT.S518005                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      63

Obeagu

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)



Enhance Training and Retention of Hematologists and Laboratory Personnel
In Ghana, WHO-supported training programs have helped increase the number of hematologists in tertiary hospitals, 
leading to better leukemia management. However, in BurkinaFaso, the lack of trained specialists forces many leukemia 
patients to seek treatment abroad, adding financial burdens. WHO should scale up its hematology training initiatives by 
offering scholarships and continuous professional development courses to retain skilled personnel in Africa.

Establish Leukemia Surveillance and Data Collection Systems
South Africa has a well-developed cancer registry that tracks leukemia cases, treatment outcomes, and mortality rates, 
guiding policy decisions. However, in Tanzania and Mozambique, there are no comprehensive leukemia registries, 
making it difficult to assess disease prevalence and treatment effectiveness. WHO should work with national ministries of 
health to establish and fund leukemia surveillance systems to improve data-driven decision-making in resource-limited 
countries.

Strengthen Regional Collaboration for Leukemia Research and Treatment Protocols
Rwanda and Uganda have collaborated on cross-border leukemia treatment research, allowing resource-sharing between 
their national health programs. In contrast, many West African nations lack inter-country collaboration, leading to 
fragmented care models. WHO should support regional initiatives where countries can pool resources and expertise to 
advance leukemia care through shared research and training programs.

Conclusion
Expanding access to leukemia diagnostic innovations in Africa is a vital step toward improving health outcomes and 
reducing mortality rates associated with the disease. Despite the progress made in developing advanced diagnostic 
technologies, challenges such as inadequate healthcare infrastructure, limited resources, and a shortage of trained 
professionals continue to hinder the widespread implementation of these innovations. However, through concerted efforts 
and strategic investments, significant strides can be made to ensure that all regions of Africa, including underserved 
areas, have access to timely and accurate leukemia diagnosis. The potential to overcome these challenges lies in 
a multifaceted approach that focuses on enhancing healthcare infrastructure, building capacity among local healthcare 
workers, and securing sustainable financial support. Decentralizing diagnostic services and introducing mobile solutions 
can help bridge the geographic gaps that prevent access to advanced diagnostic tools. Furthermore, regional collabora
tions and knowledge sharing are essential in maximizing the collective resources and expertise available across the 
continent. These initiatives, combined with advocacy and strong policy frameworks, can ensure that innovations are not 
only accessible but also sustainable in the long term.

Abbreviations
CML, chronic myelogenous leukemia; MRD, minimal residual disease; NGS, next-generation sequencing; PCR, poly
merase chain reaction; WHO, World Health Organization.
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