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ABSTRACT: As countries strive to strengthen their health systems in resource constrained contexts,
policy makers need to know how best to improve the performance of their health systems. To aid these
decisions, health system stewards should have a good understanding of how health systems operate
in order to govern them appropriately. While a number of frameworks for assessing governance in the
health sector have been proposed, their application is often hindered by unrealistic indicators or they are
overly complex resulting in limited empirical work on governance in health systems. This paper reviews
contemporary health sector frameworks which have focused on defining and developing indicators to
assess governance in the health sector. Based on these, we propose a simplified approach to look at
governance within a common health system framework which encourages stewards to take a systematic
perspective when assessing governance. Although systems thinking is not unique to health, examples of
its application within health systems has been limited. We also provide an example of how this approach
could be applied to illuminate areas of governance weaknesses which are potentially addressable by
targeted interventions and policies. This approach is built largely on prior literature, but is original in that
it is problem-driven and promotes an outward application taking into consideration the major health sys-
tem building blocks at various levels in order to ensure a more complete assessment of a governance
issue rather than a simple input-output approach. Based on an assessment of contemporary literature
we propose a practical approach which we believe will facilitate a more comprehensive assessment of
governance in health systems leading to the development of governance interventions to strengthen
system performance and improve health as a basic human right
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