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Learning from experiences in the Asia and Pacific 

This report by Dr Angela Dawson discusses how to best 
assess individual health worker, team and human resource 
management performance in order to strengthen health 
systems and help achieve Millennium Development Goal 5 
(MDG 5).  
 
The report focuses on health workers who deliver maternal, 
newborn and reproductive health care to households or 
provide outreach services at a community level including 
nurses, midwives, community health workers as well as 
traditional or cultural practitioners. While these workers 
provide critical care to vulnerable populations, they can also 
facilitate community empowerment, which is central to 
primary health care.  
 
Effective maternal and reproductive health outcomes rely 
upon quality human resource performance and service 
delivery.  
 
Defining quality 
There are a number of characteristics that define quality 
human resource performance in the health area. These 
characteristics include effective health worker management, 
training, motivation and community engagement, which may 
be used to develop indicators for performance assessment.  
 
Performance indicators 
Indicator areas must be considered in relation to all human 
resource for health policies and practices (horizontal 
integration) and linked to the objectives of the service to 
deliver quality care across the continuum (vertical 
integration). However, in order to consider human resource 
performance improvement in relation to health systems 
strengthening and MDG 5, the perspective needs to be 
multidimensional.  
 
Human resources for health and service delivery are also 
linked to information systems, the supply of medical 
products, vaccines and technologies, financing, leadership 
and governance. Plotting indicators in a matrix format 
across these areas can demonstrate how indicators for 
different aspects of the health systems relate and allow the  
 

Therefore, there is an urgent need to identify a more 
coordinated approach to planning, implementing and 
evaluating human resource interventions in the health 
sector. 
 
most appropriate measures to be selected for assessing  
performance across the health system. Tracking this 
progress is essential for ongoing quality improvement and 
requires rigorous monitoring and evaluation. 
 
Integration is key 
The experience of countries that have made progress 
towards MDG 5 demonstrates that a coordinated health 
system approach is necessary. Examples of the expansion 
and professionalisation of community-based midwifery 
services in Sri Lanka and Malaysia indicate that maternal 
mortality can be effectively reduced through skilled birth 
attendance. The Indonesian experience of scaling up village 
midwives highlights the importance of not only health 
system strengthening, but also the impact of structural and 
economic changes on maternal and reproductive personnel 
and their ability to deliver care.  
 
Where to from here? 
However, there is a little documentation about the 
achievements in the human resources for health sector at a 
community level in the Pacific. In particular, examples of 
human resources in maternal and reproductive care are 
isolated and lack reference to other aspects of the health 
system, or impact on health outcomes. Therefore, there is 
an urgent need to identify a more coordinated approach to 
planning, implementing and evaluating human resource 
interventions in the health sector. 
 
It is critical to assess health worker performance to ensure 
that maternal and reproductive health care and services at 
community level are relevant, accessible, efficient, 
acceptable and effective. However, appropriate indicators 
for assessing health workers must be used and these must 
be clearly linked to other aspects of the health system 
framework so that a much needed comprehensive approach 
can be taken to address MDG 5. 
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Recommendations 
Dr Dawson makes a number of suggestions for enhancing 
human resource performance in maternal, neonatal and 
reproductive health at a community level: 

 Human resource for health practices and their 
indicators need to be aligned or horizontally 
integrated with other human resource for health 
areas, as well as vertically integrated with the 
objectives of the organisation. 

 Human resources for health initiatives need to be 
horizontally aligned with other building blocks of 
the health system and vertically integrated with 
maternal, neonatal and reproductive health targets 
in order to achieve health system strengthening 
and progress towards MDG 5. 

 Human resource for health performance monitoring 
and evaluation must take context into consideration 
and performance in key areas that are linked to 
district, provincial and national objectives and at 
individual, team and management levels, including 
the participation of community members.  

 Health systems strengthening criteria provide a 
useful way of considering improvement according 
to standards that are acknowledged across other 
parts of the health system.  

 Structural and economic change is required to 
ensure successful implementation of human 
resource for health interventions. This must be well 
monitored, incremental and aligned with a whole-
of-system approach to change that is both bottom 
up and top down. 

 Superstructure factors can have a major impact 
upon human resources for health. However, a 
whole-of-system approach may help to ameliorate 
this through effective monitoring and evaluation 
systems that facilitate ongoing modification. 

 Monitoring and evaluation systems must employ 
rigorous methods drawing on perspectives from 
analytical studies including epidemiological 
evidence as well as qualitative research. 

 

ABOUT: The HRH Knowledge Hub  
The Human Resources for Health Knowledge Hub was funded by 
AusAID in 2008 and forms part of the School of Public Health and 
Community Medicine at the University of New South Wales. 
 
Our publications report on a number of significant issues in human 
resources for health. We also have resources available on 
leadership and management issues, maternal, neonatal and 
reproductive health workforce, and human resource issues in 
public health emergencies. 
 
For further information on as well as a list of the latest reports, 
summaries and contact details of our researchers, please visit 
www.hrhhub.unsw.edu.au or email hrhhub@unsw.edu.au or 
phone +61 (02) 9385 8464.  

 
Example: Indonesia 
The following structural and economic changes in Indonesia 
have helped improve human resources for health 
performance. See the full text report for more examples 
from Sri Lanka and Malaysia.  
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