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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) Office of Health, Infectious Diseases 
and Nutrition (HIDN) requested the development of a Health Systems Assessment Approach as 
part of its global Mainstreaming Health Systems Strengthening Initiative. The approach is meant 
to serve the following purposes— 

• To enable USAID Missions to assess a country’s health system, possibly during early 
phases of program development or sector planning; this assessment will diagnose the 
relative strengths and weaknesses of the health system, prioritize key weakness areas, and 
identify potential solutions or recommendations for interventions 

• To inform Population, Health, and Nutrition (PHN) officers and USAID Mission health 
teams about the basic elements and functions of health systems 

• To improve the capacity of bilateral projects to achieve USAID’s health impact 
objectives through increased use of health systems interventions 

• To aid health systems officials at USAID to conceptualize key issues, increase the use of 
health systems interventions in technical program design and implementation, and to 
improve the role of the Health Systems Division 

• To inform Ministries of Health and other stakeholders on the relative strengths and 
weaknesses of the health system, priority issues, and potential solutions or 
recommendations for interventions and programs 

 
The approach was developed by Health Systems 20/20, Partners for Health Reformplus 
(PHRplus), Rational Pharmaceutical Management (RPM) Plus, and the Quality Assurance 
Project (QAP), as a manual to meet the above objectives. The accompanying CD includes— 
 

• The full manual 
• Component 1 data—Excel spreadsheet 
• Sample Assessment Budget Template (Annex 3B)—Excel spreadsheet 
• Angola Pilot Test Assessment Report  
• Benin Pilot Test Assessment Report  

 
This can also be accessed via the Web at http://healthsystems2020.org. 
 
 
Scope 
 
This approach is designed to provide a rapid and yet comprehensive assessment of key health 
systems functions. The approach is organized around technical modules that guide data 
collection, and cover the following areas— 
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• Governance 
• Health financing 
• Health service delivery 
• Human resources 
• Pharmaceutical management 
• Health information systems 

 
Each module provides guidance for the user according to an indicator-based approach. The 
assessment approach is flexible and may encompass all modules for a more comprehensive view 
of the health care system or may focus on selected modules, according to the objectives of the 
assessment. A required core module provides basic background information on a country’s key 
health indices and other important data related to its economy, health system organization, and 
population. Data collection entails a desk review of relevant documents and guided stakeholder 
interviews. A stakeholder workshop is to be held to present and verify findings and to elicit 
inputs into the analysis and recommendations.  
 
Given that this is a rapid assessment of overall health systems functions and resources, it does 
not provide any assessment of vertical health programs. The manual does provide some 
guidance, however, for linking findings to the USAID Mission’s strategic objectives and can 
inform an in-depth analysis of vertical programs (such as a family planning or malaria 
assessment). 
 
The health systems assessment approach developed here will be most useful in countries where 
one or more of the following conditions apply— 

• The USAID Mission is beginning the strategic planning process. The assessment findings 
could contribute to or inform the country strategic plan. 

• The USAID Mission is in the design phase of a new project or is starting a new project 
(e.g., bilateral). The assessment findings could contribute to or inform the project’s 
design, work plan, or both. 

• A country where a full health systems assessment has not been recently completed (within 
the past two years). If a similar study has been conducted recently, a duplication of 
efforts, which would negate the need for another assessment, is highly likely. If an 
assessment has not been conducted recently, the need for one is emphasized. 

 
 
User and Time Requirement 
 
The target user of the manual is a USAID country mission, particularly PHN officers at the 
mission. The PHN officer may decide to work through the modules independently or with a team 
of USAID staff, consultants, or both. Each module is expected to take one to two person-weeks 
to complete, depending on the depth of assessment required.  
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Pilot Tests 
 
The approach was pilot-tested in Angola in August 2005 and in Benin in April 2006. The current 
version of the manual incorporates feedback from these pilot tests. Outlines and web links of 
assessment reports prepared in Angola and Benin are included as annexes to Chapter 3, and the 
full reports are included in the CD accompanying this manual.  
 
 
Organization of the Manual 
 
Chapter 1 provides a summary of health systems strengthening, including definitions of health 
system and its functions. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the assessment approach developed 
for this initiative. Chapter 3 provides guidelines for planning and conducting the assessment. 
Chapter 4 provides guidelines for synthesizing findings, identifying health system strengths and 
weaknesses, and developing recommendations. Chapters 5–11 covers the seven technical 
modules; Chapter 5 is the core module and Chapters 6–11 are the 6 topical modules based on 
health systems functions.  
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