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PROBLEM STATEMENT

As the cost of  medical care continues to increase in many 
developed countries (e.g., United States), as well as in some 

developing nations, with no or little improvement in population-
level health indicators (e.g., infant mortality), the limits to curative, 
clinical medicine becomes apparent. As a result, public health 
leaders and health system administrators turn to consider the 
roles that disease prevention and health promotion might play for 
improving population-level health status.1 The difference between 
clinical medicine and public health is not surprising.2 Some 
clinical medicine, public health, and health systems administration 
professionals recognize the role of  data in identifying conditions 
that could be used in the diagnosis and treatment of  individuals 
and the role of  data in the development of  public health policies 
or allocation of  resources to prevent disease and promote health 
in populations. In this short communication, key terms of  public 
health, population health, and population health management 
are defined and a role for data analytics is described to help 
health system administrators in thinking about population health 
management activities.

BACKGROUND

In the attempt to meet the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) by 2015, Africa witnessed improvements in the overall 
health of  its population over the past 20-years.1 Life expectancy 
at birth rose from 50-years in 1990 to 60-years by 2015. Adults’ 
mortality rate decreased from 361 to 300 deaths per 100 000 peo-
ple. Under-five mortality rate and maternal mortality ratio declined 
by 54.2% and 40.7% respectively over the same period.2,3 Regard-
ing infectious diseases, human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 
prevalence declined by 57%, malaria incidence declined by 42% 
and mortality rates from tuberculosis declined by 31% during the 
MDGs era.

	 While Africa has made significant progress in health out-
comes, ensuring universal access to quality healthcare remains a 
key challenge. Africa’s health challenges include poor infrastruc-
ture, counterfeit drugs, shortage of  health workers and poor access 
to quality health services.4 A large population, widespread poverty, 
and conflicts have all contributed to poor health outcomes ex-
perienced across the continent.4 With 24% of  the global disease 
burden and 11% of  the world’s population, sub-Saharan Africa 
commands less than 1% of  the world’s health expenditure.5 De-
spite decades of  foreign aid, approximately 36% of  total health 
expenditure is financed by out-of-pocket payments.6,7 This means 
that health spending remains largely inadequate to meet the grow-
ing healthcare needs of  the continent. Africa has a financing gap 
of  at least US$ 66 billion per year in the health sector.7

	 Despite all these constraints, business and investment op-
portunities in health in Africa are on the rise.6 By 2005, foreign 
investment in sub-Saharan Africa increased to $18 billion from $6 
billion in 2000.6 Increasing political stability and steady economic 
growth continue to contribute to the improving investment cli-
mate.7 Studies estimate that $25-30 billion in new investment is 
needed in healthcare assets to meet the growing healthcare de-
mands of  sub-Saharan Africa.6 The demand for private healthcare 
presents a growing opportunity, and could add an additional $20 
billion per year in investment.7

	 It is clear that governments cannot meet all health costs 
in view of  the huge financing gap and the changing disease profile 
in Africa.7 The private sector has an important role to play in help-
ing countries in Africa achieve significant improvements in health 
outcomes.7 In light of  the critical role the private sector plays in 
bridging the healthcare gap in Africa, it would benefit from en-
hanced regulations as well as financial and technical support to 
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enforce quality standards where they may be lacking.6 In fact, most 
parts of  Africa lack the infrastructure and facilities necessary to 
provide and deliver essential level of  health services and products. 
Africa also faces a severe shortage of  trained medical professional, 
with just 3% of  the world’s health workers.8 The private health 
sector in Africa could help resolve these issues but it is large and 
fragmented, with inconsistent quality due to lack of  regulatory 
frameworks.6 Reformation of  local policies and regulations that 
impede the development of  private sector is necessary, particularly 
in streamlining bureaucratic processes that limit market entry.6

Advocating for the Role of the Private-Business Sector in Africa 
to Promote Health Systems 

In September 2018, on the margins of  the United Nations General 
Assembly, the Global Business Coalition on Health (GBCHealth), 
the Aliko Dangote Foundation and the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Africa (ECA) jointly organized a high-level dia-
logue titled “Africa’s Health and Finance: Pathways to Economic 
Growth and Prosperity”. This dialogue allowed African heads of  
state and government leaders, chief  executive officers (CEOs) and 
business leaders, philanthropists, as well as high-level representa-
tives of  the United Nations, and other multilateral organizations to 
discuss issues related to the status of  health in Africa and econom-
ic growth. This dialogue pointed to the need to unlock synergies 
and help the private sector enhance its contribution to national and 
regional health goals with the resulting impact on Agenda 2030 
for Sustainable Development and Africa Agenda 2063. The Africa 
Business Health Forum follows-up on the above recommendation. 
It took place in February 2019 in Addis Ababa on the side lines 
of  the AU Summit, and brought together Africa’s business leaders 
and a number of  heads of  state, ministers and health experts. The 
Forum culminated with the launch of  the African Business Coali-
tion for Health (ABCHealth), a platform to unlock synergies and 
shape markets for better health outcome in Africa.

Caution-Reliability of Private-Sector in the Provision of
Healthcare in Africa

Many actors in the public health community are against the in-
volvement of  the private sector (particularly for profit entities) in 
healthcare. They always point to examples of  poor quality, inef-
ficiency, and a range of  unethical business practices by the private 
sector.6 Indeed, there are too many examples in which the pursuit 
of  excessive profits leads to unethical business practices such as 
under- or over-servicing, collusion, false billing, price gouging, un-
licensed practice, substandard drugs (often resulting from small, 
sub-scale manufacturers without the skills, processes, and technol-
ogies required to produce higher standards) and counterfeit drugs 
(often linked to organized crime).6 For instance, a World Health 
Organization (WHO) survey of  the quality of  anti-malaria drugs 
in seven Sub-Saharan African nations found that the majority of  
drugs in private facilities (pharmacies, drug shops, street vendors) 
failed quality testing.6,8

Important Role of the Private Sector and Public-Private 
Collaboration in Boosting the Health Systems of Africa 

Despite all the concerns about the involvement of  the private sector 

in the health sector in Africa, a regulated private sector could help 
serve the poor and have a positive impact on the quality of  care.
The health and well-being sector has major market opportunities 
in Africa estimated to be about US$ 259 billion by 2030, with the 
potential to create over 16 million jobs in Africa.7 It is estimated 
further that 14% of  all business opportunities in health and well-
being sector globally will arise in Africa, second only to North 
America with 21%.7 Many opportunities exist from healthcare 
service delivery (i.e. private hospitals and clinics), through support 
services (i.e. diagnostic and laboratory services); and supply chain 
and logistics to health financing (e.g. private insurance schemes). 
These actions could help sustain the achievement of  MDGs for 
Africa over the long-term.

	 To achieve maximum impact in Africa’s health sector, it 
is important to enhance collaboration between public and private 
sectors by recognizing diversity of  the private sector and the mutual 
understanding of  each other’s identity and objectives in efforts to 
achieve universal health coverage (UHC) and improved health 
systems in Africa.9 Private sector providers should align closely 
with health needs and goals of  countries where they are operating. 
Since the private sector is diverse (from Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) to religiously affiliated hospitals and from 
formal to informal establishments), it is therefore important for 
governments to map expectations relevant to each component of  
the private health sector, and to device clear strategies and plans to 
make these expectations a reality.

SUMMARY
 
The public and private sectors have different strengths and 
weaknesses, and a judicious blending of  the two can produce optimal 
results. For many, Africa’s business environment and the current 
role and potential of  the private sector remains poorly understood. 
Their interest and potential impact in financing healthcare through 
production of  health goods and pharmaceuticals as well as training 
of  health personnel remains untapped. To achieve universal health 
coverage for African countries, it is important to highlight the 
necessary contribution of  the private sector.
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