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Abstract 

Background:  Floods have affected 2.3 billion people worldwide in the last 20 years, and are associated with a wide 
range of negative health outcomes. Climate change is projected to increase the number of people exposed to floods 
due to more variable precipitation and rising sea levels. Vulnerability to floods is highly dependent on economic well-
being and other societal factors. Therefore, this systematic review synthesizes the evidence on health effects of flood 
exposure among the population of sub-Saharan Africa.

Methods:  We systematically searched two databases, Web of Science and PubMed, to find published articles. We 
included studies that (1) were published in English from 2010 onwards, (2) presented associations between flood 
exposure and health indicators, (3) focused on sub-Saharan Africa, and (4) relied on a controlled study design, such as 
cohort studies, case-control studies, cross-sectional studies, or quasi-experimental approaches with a suitable com-
parator, for instance individuals who were not exposed to or affected by floods or individuals prior to experiencing a 
flood.

Results:  Out of 2306 screened records, ten studies met our eligibility criteria. We included studies that reported the 
impact of floods on water-borne diseases (n = 1), vector-borne diseases (n = 8) and zoonotic diseases (n = 1). Five of 
the ten studies assessed the connection between flood exposure and malaria. One of these five evaluated the impact 
of flood exposure on malaria co-infections. The five non-malaria studies focused on cholera, scabies, taeniasis, Rhode-
sian sleeping sickness, alphaviruses and flaviviruses. Nine of the ten studies reported significant increases in disease 
susceptibility after flood exposure.

Conclusion:  The majority of included studies of the aftermath of floods pointed to an increased risk of infection with 
cholera, scabies, taeniasis, Rhodesian sleeping sickness, malaria, alphaviruses and flaviviruses. However, long-term 
health effects, specifically on mental health, non-communicable diseases and pregnancy, remain understudied. Fur-
ther research is urgently needed to improve our understanding of the health risks associated with floods, which will 
inform public policies to prevent and reduce flood-related health risks.

Keywords:  Systematic review, Sub-Saharan Africa, Natural disasters, Vector-borne diseases, Zoonotic diseases, Water-
borne diseases
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Background
Flooding has been the most common type of natural 
disaster in the last 20 years, accounting for 47% of all 
recorded natural disasters and affecting 2.3 billion peo-
ple worldwide [1]. Current data suggests that floods are 
the deadliest of all forms of natural disaster, responsi-
ble for 43.5% of all deaths from natural disasters in 2019 
[2]. Vulnerability to the health consequences of natural 
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disasters is highly dependent on the adaptive capacities 
of countries or regions. For instance, low-income coun-
tries experience more than three quarters of the global 
mortality burden caused by natural disasters [3]. In this 
regard, sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) exhibits very challeng-
ing and concerning preconditions. The number of peo-
ple living in extreme poverty, defined as living on $1.90 
or less per day, continues to rise in SSA while declining 
in all other regions of the world [4]. Twenty-seven out of 
the 28 poorest countries in the world are located in SSA 
and it is estimated that by 2030, SSA will be home to nine 
in ten of the world’s extreme poor [4, 5]. Compound-
ing the economic challenges is the rapid urbanization of 
sub-Saharan African cities, which is accompanied by the 
expansion of informal settlements and unplanned water 
and sanitation infrastructure [6].

While SSA has made progress overall in reducing its 
disease burden, most sub-Saharan countries are fac-
ing a double burden of disease. Communicable diseases, 
such as HIV and malaria, make up much of the region’s 
disease burden, but SSA is experiencing a rapid shift 
towards increasing predominance of non-communica-
ble diseases [7]. This epidemiological transition alone 
challenges health care systems in SSA, which are often 
under-resourced and fragile [7]. Consequently, pre-exist-
ing health challenges are exacerbated under flood condi-
tions. Floods may challenge ecological determinants of 
good health, including safe drinking water, food secu-
rity, and secure shelter [8–10]. For example, damaged or 
destroyed water and sanitation infrastructure may lead to 
drinking water contamination from sewage, agricultural 
waste, industrial waste or chemicals [11]. This leads to 
water scarcity and increased competition for water, and 
is associated with the spread of water-borne diseases 
such as cholera and typhoid [12–15]. Flooding and pol-
luted water resources can also lead to soil contamina-
tion, which can damage crops and disrupt food supplies 
[16, 17]. Depending on the reliance on domestic food 
production, the effect of flooding on food security and 
population nutrition can be severe. It is alarming that 
the occurrence of droughts increased nearly threefold 
between 2010 and 2019, relative to the period 1970 – 
1979, but more so that in the same period, the frequency 
of floods increased nearly tenfold [18]. Many sub-Saha-
ran African countries lack climate adaptation strategies 
and policies to address the rising frequency of natural 
disasters [19]. There is an urgent need to develop plans 
to mitigate the impact of floods on health. The failure to 
prepare raises real concerns about the disease burden 
in SSA in the future. Insufficient financial capacity at 
the individual and country level constrains the ability to 
build flood resilience. Risk factors such as the reliance on 
unimproved drinking water, open-defecation practices, 

and communities living in close proximity to water bod-
ies - combined with rapid urbanization, population 
growth, environmental determinants and the current 
disease burden - further exacerbate sub-Saharan Africa’s 
vulnerability to floods [6, 18, 20–24].

In this context, our systematic review examines how 
the exposure to floods affects any human-health related 
outcome in SSA. We aim to collate the quantitative evi-
dence on the impact of flood exposure for population 
health in SSA and identify gaps in the literature. This 
synthesis of evidence includes quantitative studies with 
a controlled design, such as cohort studies, case-control 
studies, cross-sectional studies, or quasi-experimental 
approaches with a suitable comparator. An example of a 
suitable comparator is individuals who were not exposed 
to or affected by a flood, or individuals prior to experi-
encing a flood.

Previous literature reviews have concentrated on 
exploring the link between individual diseases and 
floods on a national or regional level [25, 26]. However, 
their results are limited to specific diseases and there-
fore cannot be used to evaluate broader impacts. Other 
systematic reviews focus on the combined impact of 
several natural disasters on human health [27–29]. Two 
systematic reviews specifically cover the health impacts 
of floods globally [30, 31]. Although, Alderman’s and 
colleagues (2012) systematic review did not include any 
study located in SSA, it was not restricted to a specific 
geographic region and thus provides an overview of the 
health effects of flood exposure between 2004 and Sep-
tember of 2011 [31]. An earlier review by Ahern and col-
leagues (2005) presents evidence on three floods in SSA 
and covers the time period up to 2004 [30]. Their evi-
dence suggests that flood exposure in SSA is associated 
with an increasing incidence of malaria, diarrheal disease 
and polio [30]. Our systematic review builds on this and 
focuses explicitly on a more recent time period (2010 
until today). Considering that incidence rates of malaria 
and polio have declined since the 1990s, our review con-
tributes to the current literature by providing a compre-
hensive, up-to-date investigation of the health effects 
of flood exposure in SSA, and investigating its potential 
impact on other diseases [32, 33].

Methods
Design
To locate, summarize and evaluate the best available 
evidence on the health effects of floods in SSA, we con-
ducted a thorough systematic review of quantitative 
studies following PRISMA guidelines [34]. Details of the 
protocol for this systematic review were registered on 
PROSPERO [35].
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Eligibility criteria
We included observational studies in the review if they 
reported on any physical or mental health effect of 
flood exposure (including mortality, morbidity, wors-
ening/improving of conditions, injuries, etc.) and had 
a controlled research design (including cohort studies, 
case-control studies, cross-sectional studies, or quasi-
experimental approaches with a suitable comparator, for 
instance individuals who were not exposed to or affected 
by floods or individuals prior to experiencing a flood). 
We did not apply any restrictions with regard to the use 
of primary and secondary data. The inclusion criteria 
required that studies were carried out in SSA, as defined 
by the United Nations, and were published in English in 
2010 and later [36]. We did not apply any age or gender 
restrictions.

Information sources and search strategy
We searched Web of Science (Web of Science Core Col-
lection, SciELO Citation Index, Medline) and PubMed. 
The search strategy was developed and tested in an 
iterative process to ensure completeness, relevance, and 
maintain precision. It included three components, which 
refer to (i) the exposure to floods, (ii) the location, and 
(iii) health outcomes. While the parts of the search string 
that referred to the exposure to floods and the location 
were precise because they contained only synonyms, 
abbreviations or other spelling options, the part that 
related to health outcomes was intentionally kept broad 
and comprised generic terms, such as health or mortal-
ity. The complete search strategy is outlined in the sup-
plementary file 1.

We also conducted a hand search of the reference lists 
of related systematic reviews. This yielded five additional 
records.

Study selection
We uploaded 2306 records into the online software 
Rayyan. We checked and removed duplicates, leaving 
1929 records to be screened by title and abstract. 1832 
records were excluded because they did not meet the 
study eligibility criteria. Reasons for exclusion were irrel-
evant topic (n = 1604), ineligible study design (n = 115), 
ineligible location (n = 45) or foreign language (n = 68). 
We assessed the remaining articles (n = 97) for eligibil-
ity based on their full text. Most were excluded due to 
ineligible study design (n = 60), irrelevant topic (n = 13), 
ineligible outcome (n = 11) or ineligible location (n = 2). 
Uncertainties about inclusion or exclusion of studies 
were discussed with a second independent investiga-
tor (JIS). The overall study identification process and the 

specific stages of the screening process are depicted in 
the flow chart in Fig. 1.

Data extraction
Data of the studies that met the eligibility criteria was 
extracted using the following categories: author and year, 
country and year (if available) of flood, study design, data 
types (clinical data or survey-based data), study partici-
pants, sample size, exposure, outcome, effect measures 
and mechanisms of disease transmission. We grouped 
included studies into disease types, namely water-borne 
diseases, vector-borne-diseases, and zoonotic diseases. 
Data was entered into a table in Microsoft Excel. To 
ensure that the extracted data, was accurate, a second 
independent investigator (JIS) checked the data extrac-
tion table.

Results
Study characteristics
We reduced the 2306 identified papers down to eleven 
records referring to ten individual studies for the quali-
tative synthesis (see Fig. 1). Two studies by Mboera and 
colleagues were grouped together because their study 
published in 2011 builds on data retrieved from the study 
published in 2010 [37, 38].

The identified studies were carried out in Uganda 
(n = 2), Botswana (n = 1), Sudan (n = 1), Kenya (n = 2), 
Ethiopia (n = 1), Tanzania (n = 1) and Cameroon (n = 1) 
(see Fig. 2). One additional study by Rieckmann and col-
leagues (2018) comprised data from 40 sub-Saharan Afri-
can countries [39]. Of the studies that refer to a single 
country, four of the countries (Sudan, Kenya, Tanzania 
and Cameroon) have a coastline and three are landlocked 
(Uganda, Botswana, Ethiopia). Five of the ten included 
studies assessed the impact of floods exclusively on 
human health in rural areas. The remaining studies eval-
uated the impacts on both rural and urban populations 
combined or did not further define the study population 
and setting.

There were two case-control studies, four cross-sec-
tional studies and three longitudinal studies. Another 
study used a quasi-experimental design. Eight of the 
studies concentrated on vector-borne diseases, one on 
water-borne diseases and one on zoonotic diseases. The 
total sample size of the papers included in the systematic 
reviews is 40,453 individuals and disease cases, and 276 
disease outbreaks from the Rieckmann and colleagues 
(2018) study [38]. Using the Emergency Events Database 
(EM-DAT), we estimate that approximately 40 million 
people have been affected by floods in SSA between 2010 
and 2020 [40]. Following the EM-DAT’s definition of the 
total number of affected people, the estimate represents 
the sum of injured, affected, and homeless people after 
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flood exposure [40]. As stated by EM-DAT, the estimates 
are still prone to underreporting and may be impaired 
due to different reporting standards [40].

More detailed information on the studies is provided in 
Table 1.

Summary of evidence
Cholera was the only identified water-borne disease 
associated with the exposure to floods in this systematic 
review. Rieckmann and colleagues (2018) found an asso-
ciation between extraordinarily high incidence rates of 
cholera outbreaks during floods compared with flood-
free periods (Incidence Rate Ratio (IRR) = 144; 95% CI: 
101–208) [39]. The study presents evidence from 40 sub-
Saharan African countries, which are listed in Table 1.

A home being affected by flooding was one associated 
risk factor for scabies infestation in the Sara and col-
leagues (2018) study, which was conducted in Ethiopia 

(adjusted OR (aOR) = 22.32; 95% CI: 8.46–58.90, p-value 
< 0.0001) [45].

The relationship between flooding and Rhodesian 
sleeping sickness is rather complex and depends on the 
year of observation and the statistical method used [47]. 
The results of the univariate analysis demonstrated lower 
odds of Rhodesian sleeping sickness infection in Ugandan 
villages that were surrounded by a higher proportion of 
seasonally flooded grassland [47]. However, after the first 
year the relationship reversed, and multivariate analysis 
indicated that higher proportions of seasonally flooded 
grassland resulted in an increased likelihood of the 
occurrence of Rhodesian sleeping sickness (OR = 1.18; 
95% CI: 1.04-1.33, p-value   =  0.01) [47].

Alphavirus or flavivirus infections were found to be signif-
icantly correlated with a recent experience of village flood-
ing (OR = 2.49; 95% CI: 1.31–4.73, p-value < 0.005) [46].

Half of the studies reported effects of flood expo-
sure on malaria infections. A cross-sectional study was 
conducted in Tanzania to investigate the relationship 

Fig. 1  Flow chart of study selection adapted from Moher and colleagues (2009) [34]
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between the prevalence of the pathogen responsible for 
malaria and different ecosystems [38]. The study by Mbo-
era and colleagues (2011) found that the prevalence of 
the pathogen responsible for malaria was twice as high in 
flooding rice irrigation environments than in non-flood-
ing irrigation environments (OR = 10.14; CI: 4.58 – 22.42, 
p-value < 0.05) [38]. A similar pattern was identified for 
coinfections with malaria and parasitic worms [42]. Elsa-
nousi and colleagues (2018) found that Sudanese people 
exposed to floods in a specific year had a higher likeli-
hood of a malaria infection than people not exposed 
to floods (Slide Positivity Rate1 (SPR) = 2.39%; 95% CI: 
2.27-2.51, p-value < 0.0001) [42]. These findings are sup-
ported by Boyce and colleagues’ (2016) study, which was 
conducted in Uganda [43]. The authors found that the 
likelihood of receiving a positive test result for malaria 
infection was higher in the post-flood period than in 
the pre-flood period (Adjusted Rate Ratio (ARR) = 1.47; 
95% CI: 1.36-1.58, p-value < 0.001) [43]. Additionally, 
the presence of a flood-affected river near the studied 

villages in the post-flood period was associated with a 
significantly higher positive test rate for malaria infec-
tion (ARR = 1.30; 95% CI: 1.16–1.46, p-value < 0.001) 
[43]. Chirebvu and colleagues (2016) discovered a more 
complex relationship between an infection with malaria 
and the exposure to floods in their 5-year retrospective 
analysis conducted in Botswana [44]. The authors inves-
tigated the transmission patterns of malaria and their 
relationship with flood extent (km2) and flood discharge 
(mm3/month). Flood extent is defined as the area of land 
which has been flooded, measured in km2. Flood dis-
charge is defined as the volume of water in cubic millime-
tres that passes through a cross section per month. At a 
lag period of six months, the incidence of clinical malaria 
cases correlated most strongly with flood extent (Pear-
son’s ρ = 0.467, p-value < 0.05) [44]. When setting the lag 
period to zero month, the incidence of clinical malaria 
cases was most strongly associated with flood discharge 
(ρ = 0.396, p-value < 0.05)2 [44]. Chirebvu and colleagues 

Fig. 2  Geographic distribution of included studies – Note: For better visual representation, the Rieckmann and colleagues (2018) study is excluded 
from the figure [39]

1  The Slide Positivity Rate is defined as the number of laboratory-confirmed 
malaria cases per 100 suspected cases [49].

2  It must be noted that the Pearson’s rho for flood discharge reported by 
Chirebvu and colleagues (2016) deviates between the table (ρ = 0.396) and the 
manuscript (ρ = 0.497).
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(2016) interpret this as suggesting that transmission pat-
terns of malaria coincide with receding floods [44].

Oyekale (2015) predicted marginal effects based on a 
probit regression model and reported an 8.9 percentage 
point reduced likelihood of a malaria infection among 
children who resided in flood-prone areas in Cameroon 
(p-value < 0.01) [41]. These results are in contrast to the 
findings of the other four included studies on malaria 
infections [41]. Three other included studies that pre-
sented age-disaggregated data identified children under 
the age of five as the most affected age group [42–44].

In addition, the included studies identified a posi-
tive association between the exposure to floods and the 
zoonotic disease taeniasis. Specifically, the presence of 
the antigen of taeniasis in the Kenyan study population 
increases when more grassland or agricultural land is 
flooded (OR = 1.09; 95% CI: 1.01-1.17, p-value = 0.03) [48].

Evidence relevant to mechanisms of disease transmission
Our systematic review identified a number of mecha-
nisms through which floods may contribute to disease 
transmission and negative health consequences.

First, floodwaters may damage or destroy buildings 
and infrastructure, which impedes access to health-
care and the implementation of preventative measures 
against disease transmission [42]. The loss of private 
dwellings in turn leads to overcrowding and displace-
ment [39, 45]. Combined with the influx of aid work-
ers, this may result in disease transmission to areas not 
previously affected [39]. Overcrowding and displace-
ment exacerbates concerns about hygiene, water and 
adequate sanitation [39, 45]. Furthermore, it increases 
human-to-human interactions, which may increase dis-
ease transmission [39].

Second, floodwaters may overflow sanitation systems, 
causing contaminated environment and water sources 
[39]. This may hinder supply of or access to safe water 
sources, and can introduce infectious agents to areas 
which were previously not affected [39]. According to the 
same logic, floodwaters may spread diseases such as tae-
niasis by transporting the eggs (e.g., Taenia spp. eggs) to 
areas not previously affected [48].

Third, floods may create suitable breeding sites for 
disease vectors, causing the vector population to grow 
[42–44, 46, 47]. For example, stagnant water pools 
offer particularly favourable conditions for the Anoph-
eles mosquito population, which in turn increases the 
risk of malaria transmission in affected areas [42, 43]. 
Additionally, floods contribute to high humidity or 
surface moisture, creating suitable conditions for the 
development and survival of disease vectors, larvae 
and eggs [42, 48].

Critical appraisal of study quality
Due to the heterogeneity of the included study designs, 
no risk of bias assessment using a formal assessment tool 
was performed. Yet, in view of the substantial heteroge-
neity in included study designs, a critical assessment of 
study quality is all the more important to contextualize 
the results [50].

In the hierarchy of research designs, observational 
studies, which are inherently limited because exposure 
is not randomized, provide lower-quality evidence com-
pared to randomized controlled trials [51]. In the case 
of the impact of flood exposure on health, observational 
studies offer evidence of critical importance, since it is 
ethically (and logistically) impossible to randomize peo-
ple to potentially harmful exposures [52, 53].

It is, however, important to consider the limitations of 
observational studies. In general, non-randomized allo-
cation to exposures poses several methodological issues 
for observational studies, including confounding, recall 
biases, indication and selection bias [54]. The princi-
pal constraint on observational study designs is that 
establishing cause-effect relations between exposures 
and health outcomes is very limited [55]. Due to non-
randomization, observational designs cannot control for 
other unobservable factors or exposures that may cause 
or influence the result.

While all observational study designs can potentially 
include the above-mentioned disadvantages, different 
designs pose different shortcomings. Cross-sectional 
study designs, like those by Wardrop and colleagues 
(2015), Grossi-Soyster and colleagues (2017) and Mboera 
and colleagues (2011), cannot establish temporality (i.e. 
whether the health condition occurred prior to or in con-
sequence of a flood) because information is gathered at a 
single point in time [38, 46, 48, 56]. In the case of Mboera 
and colleagues’ (2011) study, the authors adjusted for sex, 
age, anaemia and splenomegaly [38]. Other factors, how-
ever, such as the use of insecticide-treated bed nets, may 
have influenced the results. Despite the shortcomings of 
cross-sectional studies, they can be useful for determin-
ing whether an association exists in the first place and 
in situations in which reverse causality is unlikely.

Case-control study designs, as applied by Wardrop and 
colleagues (2013) and Sara and colleagues (2018), can 
suffer from selection, ascertainment and/or recall bias 
[45, 47]. Selection bias occurs because cases and controls 
are chosen after the development of a disease. If cases or 
controls die before the selection process, this may lead to 
a non-representative sample [57]. With regard to stud-
ies by Wardrop and colleagues (2013) and Sara and col-
leagues (2018), the results could have been affected by 
ascertainment bias, which can arise when there is more 
intense screening for a certain disease among individuals 
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exposed to floods than among unexposed individuals 
[45, 47]. Wardrop and colleagues (2013) used frequency 
matching based on age group, gender and months of 
admission to the hospital to control for potential con-
founding [47]. A frequency matched case-control study 
matches controls with cases of a specific group to achieve 
a similar overall distribution [58]. The small sample size 
of the Sara and colleagues (2018) case-control study may 
have been more adequately addressed by employing a 
frequency matched case-control study [45, 57].

Boyce and colleagues (2016) used a difference-in-differ-
ences approach, which can be classified as a quasi-exper-
imental study design [43]. The difference-in-difference 
method compares data from two groups over two time 
periods. In the Boyce and colleagues (2016) study, mem-
bers of the treatment group were exposed to a flood-
affected river because their village was next to the river, 
whereas the control group lived farther from the river 
[43]. Difference-in-difference designs allow for causal 
inference if the parallel trend assumption is fulfilled, 
which, in this case, requires that trends in malaria trans-
mission were similar in exposed and unexposed villages 
in the period prior to the flooding. Boyce and colleagues 
(2016) provide compelling graphical evidence suggesting 
that the parallel trend assumption is fulfilled [43].

Since four of the included studies were partly based 
on survey data, they could have suffered from response 
biases [41, 45, 46, 48]. All studies collected health out-
comes from laboratory diagnostics or through the assess-
ment of a professional nurse, not through survey-based 
self-reports. Yet, when determining if an individual was 
exposed to floods, two studies relied on participants’ self-
report [41, 45]. These results may thus be more prone to 
measurement error, for example due to recall bias.

Discussion
The findings of the present review suggest that floods 
have a significant impact on different health outcomes 
in SSA. Only one of the included studies found that 
flood exposure reduces the likelihood of occurrence of 
a disease [41]. The remaining nine studies present evi-
dence suggesting that flood exposure increases the prob-
ability of being affected by one of the identified health 
outcomes, including cholera, scabies, Rhodesian sleep-
ing sickness, malaria, taeniasis and the occurrence of 
alphaviruses and flaviviruses.

The results of Rieckmann and colleagues’ (2018) study 
are supported by previous findings in the literature [39]. 
A study in Bangladesh found that the number of cholera 
cases was almost six times higher during a flood com-
pared to the season-specific average [59].

Sara and colleagues’ (2018) findings are broadly sup-
ported by similar studies linking flood exposure with 

several infectious skin diseases [45, 60, 61]. In an urban 
community in central Vietnam, 69% of households expe-
rienced scabies infections after flood exposure [62].

A comparison of the findings of Grossi-Soyster and col-
leagues’ study to a recent study by Jesús Crespo and col-
leagues (2019), conducted in Puerto Rico, confirms that 
flood areas are positively correlated with dengue fever, 
a disease caused by a flavivirus [46, 63]. Looking at the 
adult population of the mosquito Aedes albopictus, the 
vector for chikungunya fever (a disease caused by an 
alphavirus), Roiz and colleagues (2015) observed explo-
sive growth of this mosquito population after a flood [64].

Oyekale’s (2015) findings from a cross-sectional study 
in Cameroon not only contrast with the findings of our 
four other included studies on malaria infections, but 
also differ considerably from previous results in the lit-
erature [41]. In fact, a study that compared different eco-
systems with the density of adult mosquito populations 
found that a significantly larger number of anopheline 
mosquitos, the mosquito species that transmits malaria, 
were collected from traditional flooding rice irrigation 
ecosystems than all other ecosystems [37].

The findings of the three studies that included children 
in their study population are in line with the Malaria 
World Report 2019, which also flagged infants and chil-
dren under the age of five as high-risk groups for malaria 
infections [42–44, 65].

While it cannot be inferred that flood exposure affects 
the transmission of vector-borne disease more than 
water-borne or zoonotic diseases, our findings high-
light that the transmission channels of vector-borne dis-
eases are strongly affected by flood exposure. Overall, 
our study strengthens the assumption that floods cre-
ate breeding habitats for insects, especially mosquitoes, 
which may result in population growth of disease vec-
tors and a higher prevalence of vector-borne diseases in 
SSA. Further studies need to be carried out to validate if 
more breeding habitats result in a greater prevalence of 
vector-borne disease. With reference to Chirebvu and 
colleagues’ (2016) reasoning that transmission patterns 
of malaria may coincide with receding floods and not the 
onset of floods, it would be worth investigating the tem-
poral relationship between the onset, peak and receding 
phase of floods and vector-borne disease [44].

The categorization by disease type highlighted existing 
knowledge gaps. Although the effects of natural disasters 
on mental health, such as post-traumatic stress disorder, 
anxiety and depression, are much discussed, we did not 
find any study that met the inclusion criteria and focused 
on mental health related outcomes [66, 67]. Most stud-
ies that covered mental health outcomes were excluded 
due to ineligible study designs during the study identifi-
cation process. Despite a global increase in awareness of 
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the importance of mental health, it has not been a prime 
focus in SSA given the dominant role played by other dis-
eases [68]. Nonetheless, the burden of mental disorders 
and diseases is projected to increase in many sub-Saha-
ran African countries [25].

Studies that concentrate on the effects of natural dis-
asters on the nutritional state of individuals focus mostly 
on droughts and not on floods. However, floods can also 
endanger food supplies and food security, by damaging 
crops. In the worst case scenario, floods can lead to food 
crises, or even famine [69]. Exposure to famine has addi-
tional severe health consequences, such as lower growth 
and development among children [70]. Empirical studies 
have also shown that prenatal exposure to famine is asso-
ciated with a higher risk of diabetes and schizophrenia, 
and lower adult height and poor cognitive development, 
which affects employment prospects and income earning 
opportunities in adulthood [71, 72]. This is particularly 
important for SSA, given that the region is home to 239 
million people suffering from hunger, second only to Asia 
and the Pacific [73].

Our findings also highlight the need for more long-
term evaluation of the impacts of flood exposure. Our 
systematic review did not distinguish between long- 
and short-term health effects because none of the stud-
ies discussed the long-term health effects of floods. 
Research has shown that there are long-term effects on 
health after exposure to floods. For example, chronic 
disease and related conditions can worsen after expo-
sure to natural disasters [51]. Evidence from other parts 
of the world shows that birth outcomes and pregnancy 
may be affected by flood exposure. Therefore the long-
term impact evaluations of flood exposure should cover 
the health effects on birth outcomes and pregnancy in 
addition to non-communicable diseases, nutrition and 
mental health [74, 75]. Given that several studies suggest 
that women are more affected in the disaster period than 
men, research should also focus on the health effects of 
flood exposure on women specifically [76, 77]. In par-
ticular, there is a lack of understanding and quantitative 
research into the risk of domestic violence and disrupted 
access to sexual and reproductive health care services 
after flood impact [78, 79].

The findings of this systematic review highlight that 
the peak of malaria cases coincides with receding floods, 
several weeks after the initial onset of the flood [42–44]. 
This time frame may provide an important opportunity 
for targeted vector-control interventions to mitigate 
malaria epidemics in the post flood period. It also shows 
that interventions must be sustained over a longer period 
of time after the initial flood event [43]. Since floods 
often occur unexpectedly, the implementation of pre-
ventive measures in flood-prone regions, including the 

distribution of insecticide-treated bed nets, should be 
a key policy priority. Supplying safe drinking water and 
providing sufficient emergency shelter in disaster areas 
are other important interventions to mitigate the risk of 
disease outbreaks in the aftermath of floods.

It is plausible that a number of limitations have influ-
enced the results obtained. The results were character-
ised by a high level of heterogeneity. In total, six different 
health outcomes were reported, of which five were exam-
ined by only one study each. Heterogeneity was also 
present with regards to the geographic context of each 
individual study. The systematic review includes evidence 
from seven different countries (excluding the Rieckmann 
and colleagues (2018) study [39]). It is therefore possi-
ble that differences in the findings are driven by differ-
ing climatic and endemic disease conditions in the study 
country.

The results are based on a small number of included 
studies, which means they cannot be generalized and 
suggests general neglect of the study area.

This systematic review focused on quantitative evi-
dence and excluded qualitative evidence. Therefore, a 
possible and expected shortcoming is a lack of under-
standing regarding the mechanisms behind the effects of 
floods on human health.

In addition, this systematic review is prone to differ-
ent types of reporting biases, such as publication and 
language bias. Since only English-language reports were 
included in this systematic review, valuable studies pub-
lished in other languages were automatically excluded. 
Furthermore, this systematic review presents only pub-
lished studies, which can cause publication bias, because 
studies with statistically significant results are more likely 
to be published than studies with results that are not sta-
tistically significant [80, 81].

Lastly, no systematic risk of bias assessment was con-
ducted in this systematic review. To the best of our 
knowledge, there is no available risk of bias assessment 
tool that can encompass case-control studies, cross-sec-
tional studies, and quasi-experimental designs.

Conclusion
Our review has identified ten studies, of which nine point 
to an increased risk of infection with cholera, scabies, 
taeniasis, Rhodesian sleeping sickness, malaria, alphavi-
ruses and flaviviruses following floods. Just one of the ten 
included studies suggests a decreased risk of infection 
with malaria after flood exposure.

This systematic review provides deeper insights into 
the complex relationship between flood exposure and 
health outcomes. Our results should motivate fur-
ther research in the field because they highlight cru-
cial knowledge gaps. This research should focus on 
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non-communicable diseases, nutrition, mental health, 
pregnancy, gender, and birth outcomes. Considerably 
more work is needed to determine the long-term health 
effects of floods. Furthermore, we are still not able to 
explain most of the specific mechanisms behind flood-
related health risks.

This is the first comprehensive assessment of flood 
effects on human health in SSA and adds to the grow-
ing body of research into the many pathways by which 
floods affect humans. Climate change means that poli-
cymakers in SSA must act to protect the health of their 
populations based on a limited, but growing, body of 
evidence. Despite increasing efforts to develop policies 
and strategies to reduce disaster risk, most sub-Saha-
ran African countries’ disaster preparedness is not well 
established [82]. Africa’s low contribution, but high 
vulnerability to climate change, calls for global coop-
eration and an effective international response [83].
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