
Health Systems 
Governance for 
Universal Health 
Coverage

Action Plan 
Department of Health Systems Governance and Financing





Health Systems 
Governance for 
Universal Health 
Coverage

Action Plan 
Department of Health Systems Governance and Financing



WHO/HSS/HSF/2014.01 

© World Health Organization 2014

All rights reserved. Publications of the World Health Organization are available on the WHO web site (www.who.int) or can be 

purchased from WHO Press, World Health Organization, 20 Avenue Appia, 1211 Geneva 27, Switzerland (tel.: +41 22 791 

3264; fax: +41 22 791 4857; e-mail: bookorders@who.int). 

Requests for permission to reproduce or translate WHO publications – whether for sale or for noncommercial distribution – 

should be addressed to WHO Press through the WHO web site (http://www.who.int/about/licensing/copyright_form/en/index. 
html).

The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion 

whatsoever on the part of the World Health Organization concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of 

its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. Dotted lines on maps represent approximate 

border lines for which there may not yet be full agreement.

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they are endorsed or recommended 

by the World Health Organization in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned. Errors and omissions 

excepted, the names of proprietary products are distinguished by initial capital letters.

All reasonable precautions have been taken by the World Health Organization to verify the information contained in this 

publication.  However, the published material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either expressed or implied.  

The responsibility for the interpretation and use of the material lies with the reader.  In no event shall the World Health 

Organization be liable for damages arising from its use.  

Printed by the WHO Document Production Services, Geneva, Switzerland



v

Contents

PART A - Background: Concepts, Definitions and Actions 7

 I.  Introduction 7

 II. Governance: General Concepts and Definitions 8

 III. Health System Governance: Definitions, Frameworks & Scope 9

 IV What Others Are Doing: Programmes and Interventions to Improve                            
  Health System Governenace 11

PART B - Draft Action plan for the Department of Health Systems Governance                                 
 and Financing 15

 Governance Initiatives  18

 An advisory group on health governance 21

Bibliography  22



vi



7

I. Introduction
This document outlines a plan of action for 
the work of the Department of Health Systems 
Governance and Financing (HGF) in the area 
of health system governance and leadership, 
focusing particularly on governance for 
Universal Health Coverage (UHC).  To motivate 
the plan of action, the document first reviews 
how governance has been defined as a 
general concept, then how the concept has 
been applied to health systems. The next 
section summarizes what others are doing in 
this field as a way of identifying where HGF’s 
work could add value to on-going activities 
in and outside WHO, the topic of the last 
section.

The goal of helping countries move closer 
to UHC guides WHO’s work on health 
systems strengthening, and is one of the 
key leadership priorities of the Organization 
for the period 2014-2019.  The definition 
of UHC used here is based on two World 
Health Assembly Resolutions, which was 
also used in the World Health Report of 2010 
on Health Systems Financing: the Path to 

Universal Coverage.2  UHC is the aspiration 
that all people can obtain the health services 
they need, of good quality, without suffering 
financial hardship when paying for them.  
Health services cover promotion, prevention, 
treatment, rehabilitation and palliative care, 
all levels of service delivery (from community 
health workers to tertiary hospitals) and 
services across the life course.  As such, 
they also address communicable and non-
communicable diseases.

Moving closer to this goal requires the needed 
health services to be available, of good quality 
and affordable which in turn requires attention 
to all the various components of a health 
system including infrastructure, medicines 
and medical products, health workers, health 
information and health systems financing.  
Governance and leadership is critical, relevant 
to all of these components as well as to the 
interactions between them.  It is the focus of 
this action plan, complementing the plan of 
action that has already been developed for 
WHO’s work on health system financing and 
the work that WHO is undertaking in the other 
health system areas.3

1 This strategy draws heavily from a commissioned background document “Health System Governance for Universal Health Coverage” written by Loraine 
Hawkins, as well as the subsequent consultation of experts who discussed the document. 

2 World Health Organization, 2005, Resolution WHA 58.33 Sustainable health financing, universal coverage and social health insurance. Fifty-Eighth Session of 
the World Health Assembly;World Health Organization. 2011, Resolution WHA 64.9. Sustainable health financing structures and universal coverage. Sixty-Fourth 
Session of the World Health Assembly.  Available at:

  http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA58-REC1/english/Resolutions.pdf

 http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA64/A64_R9-en.pdf
3 Although this document is written to help guide the work of HGF, the work will be undertaken in collaboration with Regional and Country offices of WHO and 

other departments and clusters at Headquarters.  Their inputs to this action plan are gratefully acknowledged. 
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II. Governance: General Concepts and Definitions
Governance has been defined in a variety of ways.  Broader definitions encompass politics, policy, 
public administration, the interaction of these with civil society and the private sector, and the 
effects the various institutions have on socio-economic outcomes.  These definitions encompass 
many functions, activities and interventions that apply to, and cut across, all sectors. The scope 
of governance summarized in a World Bank document (see Figure 1 below) captures most of the 
components found in the literature with the exception of human rights4. 

Based on these broad definitions, accounts of good governance, often in the form of lists of 
principles or dimensions that are believed to constitute good governance, have been developed 
(see Table 1 for examples).  Tools for assessing good governance have also been derived from 
these lists. For example, Worldwide Governance Indicators, published annually by the World 
Bank, scores countries on six dimensions (voice and accountability; government effectiveness; 
regulatory quality; control of corruption; rule of law; and political stability and absence of violence) 
and aggregates these scores into a single index5. 

Figure 1: Scope of Governance and Governance Interventions

Source: Pradhan, World Bank 2006

Italics = Areas supported 
in varying degrees by 
WBG operations

4    The strategy was updated in 2012 to reflect recent developments including the financial crisis (which increases emphasis on private sector 
governance in the strategy), major civil society movements in many countries, and the impact of social media and ICT development. World 
Bank 2007, Document no. 67441. Strengthening Governance, Tackling Corruption: World Bank Updated Strategy and Implementation Plan. 
Washington, D.C: The World Bank

5 Kaufman and Kraay, 2008. Governance Indicators: Where Are We and Where Should We Be Going?  Washington, DC: World Bank. Available at: 
http://data.world.org/data-catalog/worldwide-governance-indicators
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Political Accountability
 Political competition, broad-based political parties
 Transparency & regulation of party financing
 Disclosure of parliamentary votes

Citizens/Firms
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Local Participation & Community Empowerment
 Decentralization with accountability
 Community Driven Development
 Oversight by parent-teacher association & user groups
 Beneficiary partipation in projects

Civil Society & Media
 Freedom of Press
 Freedom of Information
 Civil society watchdogs
 Report cards, client surveys
 Participatory country diagnostic 
surveys

Private Sector Interface
 Streamlined regualtions
 Competitive investment climate
 Extrative Industry Transparency 
Inittiative

 Corporate governance
 Collective business associations

Public Sector Management
 Cross-cutting public 
management systems: 
meritocracy, public finance, 
procurement

 Service delivery and 
regulatory agencies in 
sectors

 Transparency initiatives 
(income and assets 
declaration etc.)

Formal Oversight 
Institutions

 Independent effective 
judiciary

 Legislative oversight
 Independent oversight 
institutions

 Global initiatives: UN, 
OECD Convention, anti-
money laundering
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