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Executive summary

The Integrated Management of Childhood Illness (IMCI) strategy adopted by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) seeks to strengthen prevention 
and care for children through appropriate community and household care, primary care, referral practices 
and care at the first-level hospital. If the current guidelines are followed, it is estimated that about 10–20% 
of sick children presenting for primary care, i.e. the most severely ill, require treatment at a first-referral or 
district hospital. Therefore, the quality of care provided in these hospitals is likely to have a major impact 
on the health and lives of millions of children each year. 

Unfortunately, there is evidence that hospital care is often deficient in many countries. A key study of 
21 hospitals across seven countries in Africa and Asia showed that more than half of the children were 
undertreated or inappropriately treated with antibiotics, fluids, feeding practices or oxygen. Lack of triage 
and inadequate assessment, late treatment, inadequate drug supplies, poor knowledge of treatment 
guidelines and insufficient monitoring of sick children were key adverse factors observed. Further hospital 
assessment exercises supported by WHO and other agencies over the past years have found similar 
deficiencies in countries including Cambodia, Eritrea, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, Malawi, Nicaragua, Niger, 
the Russian Federation, Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste and the United Republic of Tanzania. In spite of this 
evidence, improving hospital care for children has not received much attention so far within the package 
of interventions to improve child survival.

To review experiences with these processes to improve hospital care for newborns and children in low 
income countries, WHO organized a meeting in January 2007 in Denpasar, Indonesia, bringing together 
more than 60 participants from 24 countries. During this five-day meeting, a generic framework for 
improving hospital care for children in developing countries and an assessment tool were reviewed and 
endorsed. Approaches for quality improvement training were outlined, the role of self-assessment was 
identified, and a self-assessment tool was drafted. Proposals for research studies for the evaluation of the 
effectiveness of quality improvement approaches were drafted and a short set of indicators for global 
monitoring was agreed upon. A list of materials used in the process and abstracts of presentations of 
experiences are made available in the annexes. 

Progress has been made since an initial meeting on improvement of hospital care for children held in 
2000, with the focus shifting from describing the scale of the problem to examining experiences with 
interventions. There is now substantial global experience of strategies and interventions that improve the 
quality of care for children in hospitals with limited resources. WHO has developed a tool kit containing 
adaptable instruments, including a framework for quality improvement, evidence-based clinical guidelines 
in the form of the Pocket Book of hospital care for children: guidelines for the management of common 
illnesses with limited resources, teaching materials, assessment procedures and mortality audit tools. The 
evidence base underpinning the guidelines is systematically being collected on a web site. These tools 
have been field-tested by doctors, nurses and other child health workers in many developing countries.

More attention and support need to be given to action to improve hospital care for children. Improving 
hospital systems that deliver better care for children will have an impact more widely on other hospital 
services, support first-level IMCI services and strengthen links with local communities, all of which 
should result in better utilization of health services at all levels. The challenges remain to bring these 
and other strategies to scale and to support research into their use, impact and sustainability in different 
environments. Plans have been made by several WHO regional offices and by international partner 
agencies to move forward the initiative of hospital improvement.
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