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Strong health systems 
What is health system strengthening?  

Health system strengthening refers to improving the six building blocks mentioned below, which are the elements 

that make up a strong, effective health system. It also means managing these different elements in order to achieve 

equitable and long-term improvements across health services and outcomes. 

What does a strong health system look like?  

A strong health system should be able to deliver high-quality services to all people, when and where they need them. 

Strong health systems mean that a country is better able to prevent, detect and respond to epidemics and health care 

needs. This includes disease surveillance, the rollout of vaccines, providing access to nutrition interventions, and 

psychosocial care. Together, these building blocks reduce loss of life and minimise disruption to communities and 

help strengthen the economy. The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines six building blocks of a health system as:  

 Service delivery (e.g. running an ante-natal clinic)  

 Health workforce (doctors, nurses and many other skilled health workers)  

 Information (patient records systems and data on population health)  

 Medical products/technologies (such as vaccines)  

 Good financing (adequate funds for health so people don’t face financial hardship) 

  Strong leadership and governance (to make sure the system runs effectively). 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: UHC 2030  

Given the disruption caused to essential health services caused by COVID-19, stronger health systems that 

provide access to routine immunisation, adequate nutrition and services for infectious diseases such as TB will be 

vital for preventing further loss of life and building the road to recovery from the pandemi c. 

Achieving Universal Health Coverage (UHC)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

“UHC enables everyone to access the services 

that address the most significant causes of 

disease and death, and ensures that the 

quality of those services is good enough to 

improve the health of the people who receive 

them.” – WHO 

 

 

https://www.uhc2030.org/blog-news-events/uhc2030-news/healthy-systems-for-universal-health-coverage-a-joint-vision-for-healthy-lives-406553/


 

 

Having strong health systems in place provides a solid foundation for working towards achieving UHC. According to 

the WHO, UHC means that everyone has access to high quality, essential healthcare services without the risk of 

financial hardship. Two important indicators are (1) how many people have access to essential health services; and (2) 

how many people spend large proportions of their income on health. The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the 

need for efforts to reach UHC and for health systems to be able to manage multiple challenges.  

Reaching the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

Health is an essential factor in implementing and reaching the SDGs. All United Nations (UN) Member States have 

agreed to achieve UHC as part of the SDGs. These commitments must be kept regardless of setbacks and challenges 

as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Here are some examples of how health system strengthening and UHC are 

linked to various Goals. 

 

SDG 1 No poverty 

There are many ways in which poverty can lead to poor health and poor health can lead to poverty. 

Globally, around 100 million people are pushed into extreme poverty because they have to pay for 

healthcare directly at the point of use and over 12% of the world’s population spend at least 10% of 

their household budgets on health care.  

SDG 2 Zero hunger 

Access to essential nutrition is key to preventing malnutrition and achieving UHC. Good nutrition is 

crucial in reducing the risk of disease and death: around 45% deaths in children under 5 are linked to 

under-nutrition.  

SDG 3 Good health and wellbeing 

Good health systems and UHC are obviously key to achieving SDG 3! To take one example, 

immunisations against preventable diseases save 2-3 million people every year and this could increase 

by 1.5 million if global vaccination coverage improves. 

SDG8 Decent work and economic growth 

Access to essential health services is a driver of economic growth. Healthy populations can better access 

jobs and contribute to the economy. For example, for every US $1 spent on implementing the Global 

Plan to End TB, countries will save US $44. 

 

Ideas for points to put in your letter… 

 Strong health systems are foundational. As the above shows, health has a multitude of direct and indirect 
effects on people and populations. A strong health system has positive impacts across issue areas – this is 
why a holistic approach is needed. 

 A holistic approach to health. With the goal of achieving UHC, health systems must extend the reach of 
routine immunisations, improve access to diagnosis, care and treatment and care of diseases, and include 
nutrition programmes.  

 This is more than fighting the COVID-19 virus. Efforts to strengthen health systems and achieve UHC have 
been on the agenda for many years. COVID-19 has added impetus to this, not only to fight the virus itself, but 
also to respond to the secondary impacts of the pandemic, such as increased malnutrition and disrupted 
immunisation programmes. Strong health systems are also essential to build resilience for the future. 

 Why now? As host of the G7 Summit and a big donor in global health, the UK has an opportunity to show 
leadership in prioritising health system strengthening and UHC, and influence other nations to do the same. 
Whilst health and the COVID-19 response are on the agenda for the G7, global and long-term efforts must be 
at the forefront, rather than short-term national interests.  

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/universal-health-coverage-(uhc)
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/health/
https://www.who.int/news-room/facts-in-pictures/detail/immunization

