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All a out Health Syste  Stre gthe i g   
Fundamental to achieving Health For All

What is Health Systems Strengthening (HSS)? 

A good health system should be able to deliver quality 

services to all people, when and where they need 

them. The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines 

six building blocks of a health system: service delivery 

(eg. running an ante-natal clinic), health workforce 

(doctors, nurses and many other skilled health 

workers), information, medical products/technologies 

(such as vaccines), enough financing for the system, 

and strong leadership and governance to make sure 

the system runs effectively. Health System 

Strengthening (HSS) is the process of making 

improvements to these areas through policies, 

programmes, and investments so that the system is 

able to respond better to its health challenges, meet 

the health needs of people, and lead to better health 

outcomes through improved access, coverage, quality, 

and efficiency of services.  

All of this applies just as much to our own NHS, but in 

the context of developing countries, Health System 

Strengthening is especially challenging when financing 

is limited, access to technology can be poor, and health 

services need to be available to large populations of 

vulnerable people, many living on $1.25 a day or less. 

WHO Health Systems Framework 

Why is HSS important to achieving Health For All? 

Around 400 million people worldwide do not have 

access to essential health services, and 6% of people in 

low- and middle-income countries are tipped or 

pushed further into extreme poverty because of the 

fees they have to pay for basic healthcare.  Imagine the 

impact of the main wage-earner in the family 

becoming ill, and needing to pay large expenses for 

their care at the same time? Vulnerable groups such as 

disabled people, those living in slums or remote areas 

can face extreme difficulty getting health services. 

Weak health systems are not just unable to meet the 

needs of their populations; they crumble easily under 

the pressure posed by threats such as sudden disease 

outbreaks, and are unable to contain the damage 

caused. This was demonstrated by the Ebola outbreak 

in which over 11,000 people have lost their lives since 

2014. At the time of the outbreak, Sierra Leone had 

just 1 health worker per 5,319 persons, compared to 1 

for every 88 in the UK, and it spent $16 per person per 

year on health, much less than the recommended $86 

for a minimum package of health services. 

Strong health systems are able to prevent and contain 

outbreaks, improve health outcomes, and they also 

build public trust in the ability of health facilities thus 

increasing access and utilisation of health services. In 

contrast, weakened health systems reduce public 

confidence – for example, following the Ebola scare In 

Liberia and Sierra Leone, measles immunization rates 

fell by 16% and 23% respectively. 

Building stronger health systems is necessary for 

sustainable and equitable improvement in health 

outcomes, and for developing resilience against 

outbreaks. I  other ords, it s fu da e tal to our 
campaign for Health For All, leaving no-one behind! 

Findings from the RESULTS report Who Pays for 

Progress  and its links with HSS 

During the UN Financing for Development Summit in 

July this year, RESULTS launched a new report, Who 

Pays for Progress? . The report focused on the role of 

development assistance and domestic resources to 

finance universal healthcare in Kenya; in brief using the 

example of Kenya as a demonstration of what can be 
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done by donors and by developing country 

governments themselves to ensure health for all. 

The Kenyan Constitution states that every Kenyan has 

the right to quality and affordable healthcare and the 

Government is committed to achieving this. There has 

been significant progress made in Kenya in the last ten 

years, however, as over 40% of people still live below 

the extreme poverty rate of $1.25 a day and not all 

health services are free, there is important evidence to 

show that more must be done to finance more health 

services in Kenya. The role donor governments like the 

UK can play in helping support national governments 

to finance health for all was a key finding of the report. 

As part of this o th s a tio , e re aski g you to join 

a public Health For All  e i ar all a out this report 

on Tuesday 15
th

 September, 7pm-8pm. Details to 

follow! Please share and encourage others to join! 

The UK s role in Health For All and HSS 

The UK s Depart e t for I ter atio al De elop e t 
(DFID) is a leading donor to global health. As many of 

you will know, the UK contributes substantially to 

global initiatives like The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB 

and Malaria, and Gavi, The Vaccines Alliance.  

Under the last government, DFID published a Health 

Position Paper describing how the UK helps improve 

health outcomes in developing countries. It said that 

DFID aims to axi ise health gai s through targeted, 
cost effective health interventions that are delivered 

through strengthened, more efficient and effective 

health systems and that engage communities in the 

pro otio  a d protectio  of their ow  health.  

However, the paper also referenced a number of 

challenges within health systems which were leading 

to poor health including: lack of proper drugs and 

medical supplies and inequitable access to health 

facilities and services and trained health workers.  

International Development Committee inquiry on HSS 

I  4, Parlia e t s I ter atio al De elop e t 
Committee – the group of MPs responsible for 

s ruti isi g DFID s ork – decided to hold an inquiry 

on Health System Strengthening. RESULTS contributed 

to that inquiry along with many of our partners. 

The final International Development Committee report 

called for DFID to show greater leadership on the issue 

of HSS. It urged DFID to publish a clear health 

strategy, including measures of performance, setting 

out the rationale for system strengthening, how it 

intends to strengthen systems in its own work and 

what it expects fro  its i ter atio al part ers.  

DFID agreed ith a y of the IDC s re o e dations, 

and acknowledged that supporting countries to 

strengthen health systems was a top priority as weak 

health systems are the reason many of the most 

marginalised people do not get the essential health 

care they need. DFID agreed to publish a framework 

for its work on HSS which will take into account the 

final agreement on the new Sustainable Development 

Goals (Global Goals) and explore the implications of 

measuring progress towards universal health care. 

What do we want the UK Government to do? 

As DFID works to develop its new HSS Framework, 

e re deter i ed to sho  pu li  support for the UK to 
be a real leader in this field, supporting developing 

countries and driving global efforts to achieve Health 

For All. We want you and your MP to push for a 

fra e ork that truly lea es o-o e ehi d , i  the 
spirit of the new Global Goals, and works towards 

securing an end to extreme poverty by 2030. 

In your letters to your MPs, here are some of the 

spe ifi  asks  you a  ake. We want: 

 MPs to try to find out when DFID will publish their 

Health Systems Strengthening framework; 

 The framework to focus on meeting the needs of 

each partner country to achieve Health For All 

while leaving no-one behind; 

 Leaving no-one behind means prioritising the 

most marginalised, and making sure the success 

of UK-funded health programmes is measured in 

terms of reaching the most vulnerable groups; 

 The framework to support partner governments 

to increase domestic financing for health for all; 

 The framework should emphasise an integrated 

approach recognising the strong links between 

health and issues such as nutrition and education; 

 Prioritise investment in research and development 

(R&D) for global health as a key intervention that 

UK aid can make to support health systems. 


