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The idea of person-centred health systems is widely advocated in politi-
cal and policy declarations to better address health system challenges. A 
person-centred approach is advocated on political, ethical and instrumental 
grounds and believed to beneit service users, health professionals and the 
health system more broadly. However, there is continuing debate about the 
strategies that are available and efective to promote and implement ‘person-
centred’ approaches. This book brings together the world’s leading experts 
in the ield to present the evidence base and analyse current challenges and 
issues. It examines ‘person-centredness’ from the diferent roles people take in 
health systems, as individual service users, care managers, taxpayers or active 
citizens. The evidence presented will not only provide invaluable policy advice 
to practitioners and policy-makers working on the design and implementa-
tion of person-centred health systems but will also be an excellent resource 
for academics and graduate students researching health systems in Europe.
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systems, patient choice and the role and impact of incentives in health care. 
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European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies

The volumes in this series focus on topical issues around the transformation 
of health systems in Europe, a process being driven by a changing environ-
ment, increasing pressures and evolving needs. 

Drawing on available evidence, existing experience and conceptual thinking, these 
studies aim to provide both practical and policy-relevant information and lessons 
on how to implement change to make health systems more equitable, efective 
and eicient. They are designed to promote and support evidence-informed 
policy-making in the health sector and will be a valuable resource for all those 
involved in developing, assessing or analysing health systems and policies. 

In addition to policy-makers, stakeholders and researchers in the ield of 
health policy, key audiences outside the health sector will also ind this 
series invaluable for understanding the complex choices and challenges 
that health systems face today.
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Foreword I

Already in 2006, Council Conclusions by EU health ministers conirmed 
access to good quality health care as an overarching value for health 
systems across Europe. Next to efectiveness and safety, patient experi-
ence is considered a key component of health care quality. Historically, 
concern with patient safety has been the prime driver of EU-level rules 
on medical products. In the last decade, efectiveness has risen to the 
fore of health system analysis through EU-level processes such as the 
European Semester. In recent years, we have seen initiatives focusing 
on the patient perspective, assessing how health systems can draw on 
patient-reported experiences and outcomes. This book delivers a key 
contribution to this debate. 

The book’s very title, referring to ‘person-centredness’, raises some 
compelling questions on how to frame the current conceptual frame-
work. Does a term like ‘patient-centredness’ cover dimensions which 
are more general in service delivery and not necessarily limited to 
experiences related to morbidity? How would this concept it with areas 
such as prevention and health promotion, where the whole idea is to 
help people avoid becoming patients? These questions go well beyond 
‘petty semantics’ and the discussions raised in this book are very timely.

The book presents valuable lessons from areas in health systems 
where persons (many of them patients) have already found ways of 
expressing choice, gaining a voice and more generally participating in 
health systems. In doing so, it convincingly makes the point that a more 
systematic move to person-centred care will support health systems in 
addressing the challenges they face. Obviously, there are barriers for 
health systems to overcome when pursuing a person-centred redesign, 
duly recognized in the book.

Current population health literacy levels across the EU will need 
to be raised if citizens are to take up a more active role in co-steering 
health systems. Also, health systems need to overcome the important 
information gap they face. The uptake of more holistic, person-centred 
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x Foreword I

health data holds great potential. The quality of care and the perfor-
mance of health systems across the EU stand to gain signiicantly from 
improvements in this direction. The development of such complementary 
health indicators will help policy-makers and health professionals to 
more efectively treat patients, who are increasingly frail and sufering 
from multiple morbidities. The European Commission is actively sup-
porting Member States to achieve this health system transformation.

For many years patient groups have rightfully demanded from 
policy-makers ‘nothing about us without us’. Now it is time to push 
this principle to a higher level. Inspired by this book, we should strive 
for a person-centred redesign of health systems that will include all 
patient groups, as well as the wider population that health systems 
aim to keep healthy. 

iSABEl dE lA MAtA
European Commission
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Foreword II

Centring health systems around people remains a major challenge for 
all countries. Traditionally, a fragmented landscape of health provid-
ers has determined what services to ofer and how they are delivered, 
while patients have had limited options to choose, participate or even 
co-produce. 

People demand now a more active role in their health care and a 
better response to their expectations as social values have progressed 
and information asymmetries have shrunk with the advent of new forms 
of communication and participation. Hence, it has become a health 
systems practitioners’ mandate to walk the talk of valuing choice and 
the preferences of individuals, de-institutionalizing services for increased 
community-based care closer to home, involving individuals and their 
caregivers in managing long-term care needs, engaging multiple care 
disciplines, promoting the exercise of personal choice, and extending 
services beyond physical limits into virtual modalities. 

This book provides a comprehensive and necessary analysis of the 
multi-pronged concept of people-centredness to set a common back-
ground to health reformers, practitioners and researchers. Its editors 
and chapter authors explore what health strategies and innovations 
can contribute to efectively make health systems more people-centred, 
empowering community participation, measuring people’s perceptions 
and enabling choice of providers and payers. They also provide evidence-
based guidance on how health services can be more person-centred by 
engaging patients in decision-making, empowering them as managers 
of their own care and, overall, fostering self-management. 

It comes at a timely moment when health systems celebrate histor-
ical landmarks like the foundation of the World Health Organization 
in 1948. In 2018 we also commemorated the 40th anniversary of the 
Declaration of Alma Ata and the 10th anniversary of the Tallinn Charter 
that shape modern health policies aiming to achieve health for all 
underpinned by the vision put forward by Health 2020. They all share 

www.cambridge.org/9781108790062
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-79006-2 — Achieving Person-Centred Health Systems
Edited by Ellen Nolte , Sherry Merkur , Anders Anell , Assisted by Jonathan North 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

the vision of people-centred health systems based on the principles of 
equity, social justice, community participation, health promotion, the 
appropriate use of resources and intersectoral action. 

Against this backdrop, 21st century health systems need to be 
rethought and strengthened to successfully face a changing world con-
text characterized by ageing societies, globalization, climate change 
and technological progress. People-centred health systems based on 
strong primary health care and integrated health services across the 
life-course are vital to reach the Sustainable Development Goals and 
achieve universal health coverage by 2030 and this book is an accurate 
compass to guide the way forward. 

dr hAnS hEnri p. klugE
WHO Regional Director for Europe 
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Foreword III

Modern medicine has contributed to tremendous achievements in terms 
of expanding life expectancy, curing diseases that previously were fatal, 
inding new ways of alleviating pain and sufering, and improving 
patients’ quality of life. However, when we ask patients about their 
experiences of the health services they use, the results are not always 
as positive. Patients do not always feel that they have been respected 
and listened to, that their needs and preferences have been taken into 
account and that their experiences and knowledge are valued. 

Studies that compare patients’ experiences in diferent countries show 
us that some countries are ahead when it comes to delivering health 
services that are person-centred. Person-centred care essentially entails 
services where patients feel that they are treated as persons, with respect 
and dignity, and that their needs, wants and preferences are considered. 
It is therefore of great value to explore how diferent countries, and 
providers in these countries, have attempted to change the way they 
deliver health care. The Swedish Agency for Health and Care Services 
Analysis has collaborated with the European Observatory on Health 
Systems and Policies in an attempt to shed light on possible strategies 
that can contribute to making our health systems more person-centred. 
This work rests on the assumption that it is not enough to increase 
person-centredness in the patients’ interaction with nurses, doctors and 
other health professionals, but that all tiers of the health system need 
to consider the perspective of the user and the wider public. Managers 
and policy-makers at diferent levels need to create incentives, eliminate 
obstacles and show leadership in order to create services that will meet 
individuals’ varying needs and include them in the care process. This 
volume has brought together some of the most experienced researchers 
in the ield, coming from a range of disciplines, in order to outline and 
analyse what we know of the efectiveness of diferent strategies that 
could contribute to transforming our health systems. 
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Respecting patients’ wants and preferences, and involving them in 
the care they receive, can potentially lead to better medical results. More 
research is, however, needed in this area to create a more comprehen-
sive understanding of the efects of person-centred care. What is more, 
and perhaps more importantly, person-centredness should be seen as 
an important value in its own right. The process of participation, in its 
many diferent forms, has an intrinsic value as a democratic principle. 

Involving patients in their own care, and in designing the health 
services they use, is a much overlooked resource that we, in light of 
the pressures our health systems face, can no longer aford to ignore. 
Learning from patients and their families and letting their voices be a 
core feature when we design, reform and evaluate our health systems 
sends an important message to both health professionals and policy-
makers. This book can guide and inspire decision-makers, nationally, 
regionally and locally, in their attempts to create sustainable and inclu-
sive health systems. 

We want to thank the Observatory and the World Health Organization 
for this collaborative process. We are also grateful to the authors of the 
diferent chapters and to the editors for their hard work, and we lastly 
send our thanks to all other participants who have contributed to the 
book. As a next step, we intend to summarize the most important les-
sons from the anthology and analyse them in the context of the Swedish 
health system – thus hoping to increase knowledge and capacity among 
Swedish policy-makers. 

JEAn-luc AF gEiJErStAM
General Director 

The Swedish Agency for Health and Care Services Analysis

xiv Foreword III
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