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Longer life expectancy and an increasing number of elderly
population groups have led to an increasing incidence of
musculoskeletal disease worldwide. Conditions such as
rheumatoid arthritis, osteoarthritis, osteoporosis, and spinal
disorders, and an increase in the number of serious injuries
have been identified as a leading cause of morbidity and
disability, costing billions in terms of healthcare expenditure
and loss of earnings. In the USA alone, an estimate of the
total costs related to musculoskeletal conditions amounts to
more than US $250 billion per year.

Musculoskeletal diseases are extremely common and
include more than 150 different diseases and syndromes,
which are usually associated with pain and/or inflammation.
The main types of musculoskeletal conditions manifest as
rheumatoid arthritis, osteoarthritis, osteoporosis, spinal
disorders, major limb trauma, gout, fibromyalgia, and
sprains and strains. With the exception of gout, fibro-
myalgia, and sprains and strains, the remaining 5 types of
musculoskeletal conditions are currently the subject of in-
depth research by the World Health Organization (WHO)
and the Bone and Joint Decade, as these conditions present
the greatest economic and healthcare burden in the devel-
oped and developing parts of the world.

The prevalence of musculoskeletal conditions is
expected to rise rapidly based on the increasing numbers of
elderly worldwide, and prolonged average life expectancy.
Severe limb trauma is also on the increase as a result of a
larger number of high-impact incidents such as road traffic
accidents in developing countries. The greatest incidence of
musculoskeletal disease is expected to be most marked in
developing countries such as Brazil, Chile, China, Pakistan,
the Philippines, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico, and
Thailand, where surveys have provided valuable informa-
tion on the magnitude of the problem in each country. Data
have indicated that the burden of musculoskeletal diseases
in these developing countries is practically equal to that in
the industrialized world, but the question remains as to who
will pay for the required medical and social care for these
conditions when their national labor force is declining. This
serious problem has already been brought to the attention of
the United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan and the
WHO Director General Gro Harlem Brundtland, who have
indicated that urgent action needs to be taken to address the
issue.

The Bone and Joint Decade 2000-2010, which started in

January 2000, is endorsed by the United Nations, WHO, and
47 governments (July 2003) and supported by more than
750 organizations and institutions.

Why the Decade Was Created
• An ageing population increases the cost of allocating

health resources to these conditions
• Data collection is not sufficient
• Public awareness and political priorities need to be

reassessed
• Research expenditures do not reflect incidence
• Education at medical schools does not reflect the inci-

dence
One of the most important activities of the Decade has

been to get different musculoskeletal professional societies
and patient groups working together.

A statement was given by UN Secretary General Kofi
Annan, declaring the Bone and Joint Decade 2000-2010, 30
November 1999. “Musculoskeletal disorders are the most
common causes of severe longterm pain and physical
disability, affecting many millions of people across the
globe. They have an enormous impact on the individual,
society, and health care social systems. There are effective
ways to prevent or treat these disabling conditions. But we
must act on them now.” More information about the Bone
and Joint Decade is available at: 
http://www.boneandjointdecade.org

Facts about Musculoskeletal Disorders 
(Source: WHO Technical Report on the Burden of
Musculoskeletal Conditions 2003 (http://www.who.int/ncd/cra)

• 40% of people over 70 suffer from osteoarthritis of the
knee 

• 80% of patients with osteoarthritis have some degree
of limitation of movement, and 25% cannot perform their
major daily activities of life

• Rheumatoid arthritis within a decade after onset leads
to work disability defined as a total cessation of employment,
in no less than 51% of patients and maybe as high as 59%

• Low back pain has reached epidemic proportions,
being reported by about 80% of people at some time in their
life

• In 1990 a worldwide estimate of 1.7 million hip frac-
tures occurred as a result of osteoporosis.  This number is
expected to exceed 6 million by 2050
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• Traffic injuries cause approximately 1 million deaths
and result in more than 30 million severe or disabling
injuries costing US $500 billion, annually
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