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• Basics about health systems and universal health coverage

• Three examples of crucial links between health systems and 
epidemic response

• Impact of epidemics on health systems

Overview







WHO health systems building blocks

Ref: https://www.who.int/healthsystems/strategy/everybodys_business.pdf



Universal health coverage



Pursuing UHC: examples

Ref: https://www.med.uio.no/helsam/english/research/projects/universal-health-coverage-africa/news-and-blog/blog/kenya-is-making-moves-towards-universal-health-cov.html; https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2019/mar/21/godsend-healthcare-scheme-bringing-
hope-india-sick-ayushman-bharat; https://www.theguardian.com/health-revolution/2016/may/24/thailand-universal-healthcare-ucs-patients-government-political; https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/jan/06/-sp-universal-healthcare-the-affordable-dream-amartya-sen

https://www.med.uio.no/helsam/english/research/projects/universal-health-coverage-africa/news-and-blog/blog/kenya-is-making-moves-towards-universal-health-cov.html
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2019/mar/21/godsend-healthcare-scheme-bringing-hope-india-sick-ayushman-bharat
https://www.theguardian.com/health-revolution/2016/may/24/thailand-universal-healthcare-ucs-patients-government-political
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/jan/06/-sp-universal-healthcare-the-affordable-dream-amartya-sen


Three examples of crucial links between health systems and 
epidemic response



Covid-19 testing & out-of-pocket 
costs in the United States

• Cost-sharing for covid-19 testing 
prevented people from obtaining 
tests

• Federal law 2 months after the first 
covid-19 case in the US.

• Patients still risk high out-of-pocket 
payments 

Strong health systems protect their patients from financial risks

https://time.com/5806724/coronavirus-testing-costs/



Source: Eric C. Schneider et al., Mirror, Mirror 2021 — Reflecting Poorly: Health Care in the U.S. Compared to Other High-Income Countries (Commonwealth Fund, Aug. 2021). 
https://doi.org/10.26099/01DV-H208

https://doi.org/10.26099/01DV-H208


Strong health systems have alert clinicians, microbiological capacity and effective leadership

Nipah virus response in Kerala, India

• Nipah outbreak for the first time in 2018

• Alert clinicians excluded more common 
viral infections and suspected virus of 
unknown origin

• Clinical alertness combined with swift and 
effective public health leadership

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/kerala/anatomy-of-an-outbreak-how-kerala-handled-the-nipah-virus-outbreak/article24060538.ece

«His clinical symptoms were not typical of the usual type of encephalitis. We 
started observing him closely. When he started showing strange symptoms we 
summoned one of his attendants and he told us his brother died with similar 
symptoms two days ago”

Attending physician at Baby Memorial Hospital, Kozhikode, Kerala

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/kerala/anatomy-of-an-outbreak-how-kerala-handled-the-nipah-virus-outbreak/article24060538.ece


Bring in Mentimeter here



Ref: http://www.indiaspend.com/cover-story/up-slides-to-last-place-in-indias-infant-and-under-five-mortality-rankings-55152; Pappachan B, Choonara I. Inequalities in child health in India. BMJ Paediatrics Open 
[Internet]. 2017;1(1). Available from: http://bmjpaedsopen.bmj.com/content/1/1/e000054; http://indiafacts.in/india-census-2011/literacy-rate-india-2011/

Health systems cannot be separated from what’s happening outside the health sector

Female 
literacy 
rate (%)

92

75

60

Access to 
sanitation 

(%)

95

36

53

3100

3500

1100

GDP per 
capita ($)

No 
access 
to ANC

33.5

7.3

0.1

http://www.indiaspend.com/cover-story/up-slides-to-last-place-in-indias-infant-and-under-five-mortality-rankings-55152
http://bmjpaedsopen.bmj.com/content/1/1/e000054
http://indiafacts.in/india-census-2011/literacy-rate-india-2011/


Strong health systems integrate primary care and public health

• Once patients’ accessed primary 
care (e.g. through GP, ER), 
contact tracing by municipal 
doctors played pivotal role

• Capacity of municipal contact 
tracing teams, led by the 
municipal doctor, scaled up 
during the pandemic

• Heart of Norway’s response



How epidemics impact health systems

• Pre-existing vulnerabilities are exposed (e.g. ICU capacity, weak
primary care, social inequalities)

• Health services may have to be reorganized to prepare for surge of
patients

• People change care-seeking behaviour

• Infections, morbidity and mortality among health care workers

• Health service access may be disrupted
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Questions?
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