
Improving the Quality of Medical Care in West Africa
Mercy Ships, an international faith-based organization, has a mission to increase access to health care 
throughout the world. Through the deployment of the world’s largest, private hospital ship, the Africa 
Mercy. Mercy Ships works with host nations to help fill gaps in health care systems, while serving the 
dire and immediate needs of their population. Mercy Ships provides a variety of training opportunities 
for medical professionals (surgeons, nurses, providers, administrators and community health work-
ers), along with curative surgical interventions. Collaborating with qualified local and international 
partners, Mercy Ships programs offer holistic support to developing countries striving to make health 
care accessible for all.

Location and Need
As with in many developing world regions, West Africa is suffering from “brain drain” where many 
trained professionals leave their home country for increased pay and better working conditions. 
Approximately 41% of African-born physicians live in a developed nation instead of their home country. 
In many parts of West Africa there are only 23 physicians and 100 nurses/midwives for every 100,000 
people. Most existing medical structures are severely inadequate; water and electricity supplies are 
sporadic and unreliable; equipment and supplies are limited. 

Mercy Ships Program Strategy
Mercy Ships is working with partners and stakeholders to develop capacity building projects that 
improve the quality of services across an entire hospital setting, from strengthening technical skills 
and human capital, to improving working conditions and quality of care. 

Alignment with Existing Health Development Plans
Many countries and development organizations create their own strategies to improve the health 
care system.  Mercy Ships seeks to collaborate and align programmatic activities with these existing 
efforts.  As a result, Mercy Ships becomes part of a broader approach for systemic development.    

Vertical versus Horizontal Approaches
Vertical solutions only focus on a particular disease or specific training and fail to correct systemic 
problems within the health care system.  Mercy Ships has learnt that vertical responses can limit the 
success of training programs.  Therefore, Mercy Ships aims to be a part of a horizontal solution, or a 
Sector Wide Approach to improve access to health care.  In this pursuit, the organization works with 
the national government and other partners to address broad-based problems that limit access to 
quality health care.  

Strategic Hospital Development
On the national level, Mercy Ships focuses this horizontal approach on particular medical facilities 
located in the partner country.  As a hospital ship that provides a model example of a Western/African 
hospital, the organization is well suited to help boost the capacity at strategic local facilities.  Mercy 
Ships collaborates with the government and other partners to identify which hospitals have the great-
est need, will benefit from development efforts and align with existing strategic plans for health system 
improvement.  By focusing on strategic medical facilities, the organization is able to concentrate and 
coordinate capacity-building efforts during the country engagement.  

Transformational Training
As part of the strategic focus on hospitals and clinics, Mercy Ships provides training for practicing 
medical professionals in the host countries including training of surgeons, operating nurses, anesthesi-
ologists, nurse anesthetists, etc.  The organization also designs training programs for various positions 
in the entire hospital: administration, ward nurses, hospitalists, biomedical technicians, pharmacy, 
radiology, lab, cleaning staff, etc.  In addition, the ship can also serve as a clinical site for residency 
programs and nursing schools.  The training highlights the importance of a servant attitude toward 
patients, co-workers and community.  The importance of “whole person” care is also included in the 
training.  Whole-person care refers to a treatment approach that values the emotional, social and  
spiritual needs of the patient as well as curing the specific disease or disfigurement.  By learning a 
both professional and servant-style of medical care, the trainees will be transformed with a new  
perspective and respect for their fellow man.  
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Images, case studies and additional information about Mercy Ships can be found online at www.mercyships.org
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