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To improve lives in lasting 
ways by advancing 
integrated, locally driven 
solutions for human 
development. 
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Introductory observations 

• Health systems are complex, differ 
between and within countries, and 
over time; continuously refined  

• Not divorced from societal values, 
the socio-economic make up of the 
country 

• Health systems in developing 
countries retain the original 
exogenous character 
– Uneasy co habitation with 

traditional healing practices 
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Improving health systems – how? 

• First understand current status, 
then design strategies 
– WHO building blocks a useful 

framework 
– Strategies – trickle down, 

bottom up, parallel programs 
• Cut and paste interventions from 

developed world rarely work 
sustainably 
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in Africa, domestic 
resources remain 
inadequate for the 
health systems 
strengthening 
needs 

USAID. Acting on the call: ending preventable child and maternal deaths. June 2014 

Improving health systems – with what? 
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Int and Nat NGO's (Development and church related) 
[Source: Porignon, WHO, 2008] 
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Dealing with complexity – case of the DRC* 

*Katja Rohrer, Dpt of Health System Governance and Financing. 19 June 2014. WHO 
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*Katja Rohrer, Dpt of Health System Governance and Financing. 19 June 2014. WHO 

Dealing with complexity – case of the Kenya* 
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Approaches to intervention design 

• Improve a discrete piece of the health system: vertical 
approach  
– Easily measurable, changes attributable to intervention 
– Short term wins, strong body of evidence; knock on effects 

• A holistic, comprehensive, integrated approach 
– Longer time frame to show system wide change 
– Resource intensive 
– Little evidence to build on 
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Vertical approach 
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• Interventions targeting maternal and child health have produced 
significant results – 50% decline in U5 mortality rate between 
1990 and 2012 in 24 USAID priority countries 

USAID. Acting on the call: ending preventable child and maternal deaths. June 2014 
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• There are however unintended consequences 
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• National programs increase 
salaries, resulting in major 
country-wide salary inflation  

• “This has been phenomenally 
destructive.” 

1,200

1,800
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250-400
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MoH DFID GF Rd 4 GF Rd5 National 
programs 

• Donor practices lead to 
escalating distortion of salaries 
and poaching of resources 
within HIV/AIDS sector 

Cambodia salaries Viet Nam salaries 

*Katja Rohrer, Dpt of Health System Governance and Financing. 19 June 2014. WHO 
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Integrated approach 
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Integrated development concept - not new 

• Rural integrated development 
popular in the 1970s and 1980s 

• Renewed interest post 2015-
development agenda 

• Intuitively appealing but weak 
evidence base 

• Will entail addressing several 
HSS building blocks deliberately 
and simultaneously 
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Conclusion 

• Improvement of health systems in developing countries has 
long history, wealth of lessons generated 

• Measurement of health system is critical to demonstrating 
success –consensus approach and tools needed 

• Significant achievements with vertical approaches to systems 
strengthening but unintended consequences as well 

• Preventable deaths remain unacceptably high in developing 
countries – will the integrated approach have greater impact? 



Thank you 
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