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Chapter 1.   Overview of Common Musculoskeletal Problems in 
 Hong Kong 

1.1. Introduction 

Musculoskeletal conditions are the leading contributor to disability worldwide, with 
Low Back Pain (LBP) being the single leading cause of disability.1 The United Nations 
and World Health Organization (WHO), have recognised the burden of four major 
musculoskeletal conditions: osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis, osteoporosis and LBP 
by endorsing the Bone and Joint Decade 2000 – 2010.2  
 
Musculoskeletal conditions significantly limit mobility and function, leading to early 
retirement from work, reduced accumulated wealth and reduced ability to participate in 
social roles. It has considerable impact on the quality of life. Musculoskeletal conditions 
are also commonly linked with depression and increase the risk of developing other 
chronic health conditions.3  
 
A recent analysis of Global Burden of Disease data showed that approximately 1.71 
billion people globally have musculoskeletal conditions.1 While the prevalence of 
musculoskeletal conditions varies by age and diagnosis, people of all ages around the 
world are affected. High-Income countries are the most affected in terms of number of 
people - 441 million, followed by countries in the WHO Western Pacific Region with 
427 million and South-East Asia Region with 369 million. Musculoskeletal conditions 
are also the biggest contributor to years lived with disability (YLDs) worldwide with 
approximately 149 million YLDS, accounting for 17% of all YLDs worldwide.4 
 
Hong Kong, like other developed cities in the world, is facing the problem of ageing 
population. It is expected that 33.3% of Hong Kong residents will be aged 65 years or 
above in year 2039, as compared to 18.4% in the year 2019.5 It is foreseeable that LBP, 
Osteoarthritis of knee (OA knee) and Osteoporosis will have an increasing impact on 
the healthcare systems in Hong Kong. 
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1.2. Epidemiology of the three common musculoskeletal problems in Hong Kong 

LBP is the most prevalent of musculoskeletal conditions; it affects nearly everyone at 
some point in time and about 4-33% of the population at any given point.2 The lifetime 
incidence of LBP is 58-84%, and 11% of men and 16% of women have chronic LBP.6 
A 2012 systematic review estimated that the global point prevalence of activity-limiting 
LBP lasting for more than one day was 12% and the one-month prevalence was 23%.7 
In Hong Kong, the Department of Health reported that 21.5% of respondents, who are 
aged 15 or above, had LBP during the 30 days preceding the household survey. The 
prevalence of LBP increases by advancing age. 5.1% of respondents in the age group of 
15-24 reported LBP in the 30 days preceding the survey and the prevalence rises 
gradually in older age groups, with up to 52.4% of respondents in the age group of 85 
or above reported LBP.8 
 
OA knee is one of the most common degenerative diseases and causes of disability in 
the elderly. It is characterized by damage of articular cartilage that leads to pain and loss 
of function. The prevalence of radiographic and symptomatic OA knee in Chinese men 
is similar to that in Caucasian men, but is significantly higher among Chinese women 
than Caucasian women.9,10 The Beijing Osteoarthritis Study showed that in the 
population group aged 60 years or more, the prevalence of radiographic OA knee was 
42.8% in women and 21.5% in men, and symptomatic OA knee occurred in 15.0% of 
women and 5.6% of men.10 A study of Osteoarthritis in Hong Kong Chinese showed 
that, among adults aged 80 years and older, 7% of men and 13% of women had OA 
knee.11 

 
Osteoporosis is a disease characterized by low bone mass, deterioration of bone tissue 
and disruption of bone architecture, compromised bone strength leading to enhanced 
bone fragility and a consequent increase in fracture risk.12 In a systematic review of hip 
fractures incidence worldwide, the age-standardised annual incidence of hip fractures 
was reported to be higher in Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan than in the 
USA and some European countries.13 According to the Jockey Club Centre for 
Osteoporosis Care and Control, the Chinese University of Hong Kong, 45% of women 
aged 65 and over has osteoporosis and 42% has osteopenia. For men aged 65 and over, 
13% has osteoporosis and 47% has osteopenia.14 
  




