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CDC guiding assessment efforts: Countries improve health by examining their systems

Countries around the world are getting a better idea of how well their public health systems are performing, thanks to an assessment effort guided by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

More than 40 countries have collaborated with CDC in recent years via a program that allows international health officials to survey their countries' public health systems and assess their strengths and weaknesses. Ultimately, country officials are expected to use their findings to shore up their health systems and improve health and quality of life around the world.

Such improvements are crucial in the changing global public health climate that is dealing with health threats such as avian flu and severe acute respiratory syndrome - threats that can quickly transcend national borders and overwhelm health systems, according to Wade Hanna, MD, MPH, deputy director for the World Health Organization Collaborating Center for Public Health Practice, which is based at CDC.

"We need to enhance the capacity of all countries, not by adding programs, but by building and improving the capacity of infrastructure itself," Hanna said.

In its largest international assessment effort to date, CDC collaborated with the Pan American Health Organization to help 2,000 health workers in 41 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean carry out evaluations of their public health systems.

Conducted from 2001-2002, the Latin American and Caribbean assessments used a survey instrument developed specifically for the regions. Based on the essential functions of public health - such as surveillance, research and health promotion - the instrument queried users on their health system's ability to offer public health services. CDC and PAHO personnel trained officials on the use of the instruments, then each country held national workshops with its health workers, educators and administrators to complete its evaluation.

The results showed that many of the Latin American and Caribbean countries were performing well in the traditional roles of public health - such as monitoring, surveillance and outbreak control. For example, 70 percent of the countries that took part in the assessments found they had guidelines in place for measuring health status on a national or intermediate level.

However, the countries discovered gaps in many of the newer areas of system development, such as work force development, research and enforcement of public health laws - many of the same areas U.S. health officials are struggling with, Hanna noted.

Feedback on the Latin American and Caribbean assessments were overall positive, Hanna said, and some of the countries have begun building on the data that was collected. In Barbados, for example, officials have used the performance measurement data to help improve the country's national health plan.

"It was a huge success in that it brought individuals together who work within the public health systems of the various countries to discuss the public health systems on the whole, to try to identify gaps and look for solutions," Hanna said.

The international health systems assessment program parallels a CDC performance assessment effort that is being used in the United States, known as the National Public Health Performance Standards Program. The success of that program, which is being used at the state, local and governance levels, led health officials to apply the work internationally, according to Hanna.

CDC officials are encouraging more countries to conduct assessments of their public health systems. Besides the Americas, CDC officials also worked with health officials in Turkey, who undertook a health systems performance assessment in their country.

Hanna suggested that a country consider undergoing a health system performance assessment before launching new programs, "that way, at least you know if the public health infrastructure has the capacity to support new programs."

For more information on international performance system assessment, visit <www.phppo.cdc.gov/dphsdr/whoccphp>. 
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