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Providing quality health services is key 
to achieving universal health coverage 
(UHC).1 Measuring and improving ac-
cess alone is insufficient to ensure that 
people receive quality care2 and to moni-
tor progress towards UHC.3

In 2018, three publications have 
significantly increased knowledge on 
the importance of the quality of health 
services.4-6 The World Health Organi-
zation (WHO), the World Bank and 
the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), 
the National Academies of Sciences in 
the United States of America and the 
Lancet Global Health Commission all 
covered aspects of the quality of health 
systems in context of UHC and the 
sustainable development goals (SDGs). 
Authors of the reports call for quality to 
be a core UHC consideration, with at-
tention to the measurement of quality at 
local, national and international levels. 
As summarized by WHO Director-
General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, 
without quality, UHC remains an empty 
promise.7

WHO concurs with recommenda-
tions that health authorities develop a 
clear national direction for improving 
the quality of health services and estab-
lish mechanisms to measure progress. 
Explicit policies to address the quality 
of health services are needed, and where 
multiple quality-improvement initia-
tives exist, these are best combined in a 
systematic coordinated effort to improve 
care across the health system. Most na-
tional governments may need to clarify 
structures for governance, accountabil-
ity and monitoring of effort to improve 
quality; to secure commitment for qual-
ity through consensus-building; and 
to create a culture shift in their health 
systems such that all providers deliver, 
and users demand, better quality.

To support Member States in this 
process, WHO has launched a global 
effort to promote and improve national 
quality policies and strategies.8 This 
initiative has published the Handbook 
for national quality policy and strategy, 

which has been developed with national 
quality directorates and technical ex-
perts and is designed to support national 
efforts, recognizing the varied expertise 
of national health authorities.9,10

As the form and content of specific 
policies will vary with each country’s 
context, WHO outlines a sequential ap-
proach that can be adapted to each situ-
ation. Policies on quality-improvement 
must be linked with existing national 
health priorities to help meet the most 
pressing demands of the population and 
to ensure that the quality-improvement 
agenda is aligned to these priorities. The 
definition of quality must be developed 
locally, through a shared understanding 
of challenges and ambitions. Stakehold-
ers from across the health system need to 
be identified and engaged. The current 
state of health service quality is assessed 
to identify key gaps that can be strength-
ened. Interventions are needed across all 
levels of the health system, along with 
clarification of governance arrange-
ments, organizational structures and the 
information systems necessary for mea-
surement, performance feedback and re-
porting. Finally, a set of indicators have 
to be agreed and tracked to measure the 
extent to which activities are producing 
a higher quality of care and leading to 
improved health outcomes. These ele-
ments are the foundation upon which to 
organize national efforts to improve the 
quality of healthcare services, avoiding 
the pitfall of creating a silo around the 
quality-improvement agenda. WHO’s 
handbook emphasizes the importance of 
integration with existing national health 
policies and with relevant population- 
and disease-specific programmes that 
address quality. 

Links can be made between quality-
improvement efforts and the progress to-
wards UHC in many countries; between 
quality-improvement and resilient 
health services as a foundation for health 
security; between quality-improvement 
and service delivery in fragile, conflict-
affected and vulnerable settings; and 
between quality-improvement and 

reforms of primary healthcare.11 The 
need to collect and share experience on 
national quality efforts and to promote 
innovative, context-specific solutions 
underpins all these endeavours. The 
WHO Global Learning Laboratory for 
Quality UHC is an important contribu-
tion to this effort.12  ■
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