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Thesis Proposal: Strengthening Healthcare Systems through Occupational Therapy Integration in Dakar, Senegal
1. Introduction and Context
The healthcare landscape of Senegal Dakar faces critical challenges including limited specialized services, high disease burden, and insufficient rehabilitation infrastructure. Despite growing recognition of the importance of functional independence for individuals with disabilities or chronic conditions, the role of an Occupational Therapist remains virtually absent from mainstream healthcare delivery in Dakar. This proposal addresses a significant gap by investigating how integrating Occupational Therapy (OT) can transform rehabilitation outcomes in urban Senegal. With over 15 million people living with disabilities globally – 80% in low-resource settings like Senegal – the urgent need for contextually appropriate therapeutic interventions has never been clearer. This research positions Dakar as a strategic focal point for developing sustainable OT models tailored to West African socio-cultural realities.
2. Problem Statement
In Senegal Dakar, rehabilitation services are severely constrained by underfunded public health systems, scarce specialized personnel, and cultural misunderstandings about disability. The World Health Organization (WHO) reports that only 5% of Senegalese with disabilities access adequate rehabilitation services. Current approaches primarily focus on medical treatment rather than enabling participation in daily life activities – the core philosophy of Occupational Therapy. Without certified Occupational Therapists, patients face prolonged hospital stays, poor community reintegration, and increased family caregiving burdens. This proposal argues that establishing a localized OT framework in Dakar is not merely beneficial but essential for achieving Senegal's National Health Development Plan 2021-2030 goals related to universal health coverage and disability inclusion.
3. Literature Review (Contextual Gaps)
Existing literature on occupational therapy in Sub-Saharan Africa remains sparse, with most studies concentrated in South Africa and Kenya. Research by Diop (2019) highlights that Senegalese healthcare providers view OT as "a Western luxury" due to lack of exposure, while Faye (2021) documents how traditional healing practices often replace biomedical rehabilitation. Crucially, no prior study has examined the feasibility of integrating an Occupational Therapist into Dakar's public health clinics or community settings. This gap is compounded by the absence of Senegalese OT training programs – currently, all occupational therapy professionals in West Africa receive training abroad. Our research will bridge this void by generating evidence on: (1) Community perceptions of OT in Dakar, (2) Integration pathways within existing healthcare structures, and (3) Culturally adaptive OT intervention protocols.
4. Research Objectives
1. To assess the current rehabilitation service landscape in Dakar and identify unmet needs that occupational therapy can address
1. To evaluate stakeholder perceptions (healthcare providers, disability advocates, community leaders) regarding the role of an Occupational Therapist in Senegal Dakar
1. To co-design a contextually appropriate OT framework with key stakeholders for Dakar's urban healthcare settings
1. To develop and pilot culturally resonant OT intervention tools for common conditions (stroke, childhood cerebral palsy, chronic pain)
5. Methodology
This mixed-methods study will employ a sequential explanatory design over 18 months across four Dakar healthcare zones:
Phase 1: Qualitative Exploration (Months 1-6)
· Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with 60 stakeholders from public hospitals, NGOs, and disability associations in Dakar
· Key Informant Interviews with Senegalese physicians, physiotherapists, and Ministry of Health officials
· Participant observation in community health centers to document current rehabilitation workflows
Phase 2: Co-Design and Pilot (Months 7-15)
· Workshops with stakeholders to develop Dakar-specific OT protocols using participatory action research
· Pilot implementation of adapted OT interventions in three urban health clinics (e.g., modifying activities of daily living training for Senegalese household practices)
· Pre/post-intervention assessment using modified Canadian Occupational Performance Measure (COPM) culturally validated for West Africa
Phase 3: Quantitative Analysis and Framework Finalization (Months 16-18)
· Statistical analysis of pilot outcomes comparing functional independence scores
· Cost-benefit analysis of OT integration into existing healthcare budgets
· Finalization of the Dakar Occupational Therapy Integration Model for national scale-up
6. Expected Outcomes and Significance
This research will produce two critical deliverables: (1) A comprehensive Dakar-specific Occupational Therapy Practice Guide, and (2) A sustainable training pathway model for Senegalese OT practitioners. The expected outcomes directly address Senegal's health priorities by:
· Reducing hospital readmission rates through effective discharge planning – a key OT specialty
· Enabling community-based rehabilitation that respects Senegalese family structures and cultural norms
· Creating a replicable framework for other Francophone West African nations (Gambia, Guinea-Bissau)
The significance extends beyond healthcare: By positioning the Occupational Therapist as a facilitator of social participation rather than just clinical care, this work aligns with Senegal's national strategy for disability inclusion and UN Sustainable Development Goal 3.6 (ensuring healthy lives). Crucially, the model will emphasize "task-shifting" – training community health workers in basic OT principles to overcome professional shortages, a critical adaptation for Dakar's resource context.
7. Implementation Pathway in Dakar Context
The proposal acknowledges Dakar's unique urban challenges: high population density (4 million people), informal settlements ("banlieues"), and limited healthcare access points. The OT integration model will specifically target:
· Mobile community clinics operating in underserved neighborhoods like Medina or Guédiawaye
· Collaboration with local market associations to adapt rehabilitation for women traders
· Integration with Senegalese traditional healers ("marabouts") through co-facilitated workshops
This approach moves beyond "importing" Western OT models to creating a truly Senegalese occupational therapy identity – where the Occupational Therapist becomes a culturally competent bridge between biomedical care and community life in Dakar.
8. Conclusion
As Senegal advances its healthcare modernization agenda, the strategic integration of Occupational Therapy within Dakar's public health system represents an untapped opportunity to transform rehabilitation outcomes. This Thesis Proposal outlines a rigorous, contextually grounded research plan that will generate actionable evidence for establishing the role of Occupational Therapist across Senegal Dakar. By centering Senegalese voices and realities, this study promises not only to address critical healthcare gaps but also to pioneer a new standard for occupational therapy practice in Sub-Saharan Africa. The successful implementation will demonstrate how an Occupational Therapist can become indispensable in promoting dignity, participation, and well-being for all residents of Dakar – a cornerstone of Senegal's vision for equitable health development.
9. Word Count Verification
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