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IAPO draft principles on universal health coverage 
 

Universal health coverage is a human right enshrined under article 25 of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights and is essential to achieve the Alma-Ata Declaration of Health for All. IAPO welcomes the 

political commitment of governments to universal health coverage.  Despite this commitment, IAPO’s 

members report that they experience a lack of commitment and adequate funding for universal health 

coverage, the unaffordable cost of healthcare to patients and families and a lack of accessibility for many 

people including disparities in which conditions are covered and to what degree.  

 

IAPO has worked with its membership to develop principles of universal health coverage from a patient 

perspective. We believe these principles need to be the core components of universal health systems and 

we call on all governments and stakeholders to operationalise these principles to ensure affordable, high 

quality equitable access for all its citizens. 

 

Principles or values that govern the qualities of healthcare and coverage: 

 

1. Accessibility 

All patients have the right to access the healthcare services that they require. This includes 

preventative services, emergency care, diagnostics, treatment, rehabilitative, palliative and end 

of life healthcare services and specialist care. Patients need to have choice about the healthcare 

professionals and the treatment they receive and these services need to be timely, affordable 

appropriate, safe and physically accessible to all patients through reliable, local, integrated and 

adapted services. Health systems need to innovate, and provide more effective treatment 

including for neglected and rare diseases.  

 

2. Equity  

All people, indiscriminate of their age, gender, race, sexual orientation, geographical location, 

disease or condition, socio economic and legal status must have equitable access to safe, 

effective high quality healthcare.  

 

3. Quality 

It is not enough for patients to have access to healthcare, in order for care to be ethical, it must 

be the right care at the right time and of the highest attainable quality, safety, efficacy and 

evidence-based. Investment in quality healthcare is cost-effective as it avoids the costs 

associated with medical error. Patients must have access to high quality diagnostics, medicines 

and medical devices and healthcare services as well as trained healthcare professionals and 
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specialists. Quality of healthcare needs to be defined by patients and work towards a harmonised 

universal standard for all. Where there is a failure in the quality of care, patients have the right to 

make complaints about healthcare without fear of reprisals. The development and use of patient-

defined healthcare quality indicators are essential to monitoring progress and ensuring 

sustainable improvements in healthcare through a robust patient feedback mechanism in all the 

delivery points in the healthcare system. Quality should be measured in terms of wellness and 

well-being and patient experience as opposed to healthcare processes. 

 

4. Patient-centred 

Healthcare stakeholders need to recognise that patients are more than just their disease, but are 

individuals with different wishes and life goals that need to be respected and that there cannot be 

a one-size fits all approach to treatment. To achieve this, health systems need to fundamentally 

re-orient to ensure a patient-centred approach. All stakeholders need to work together to 

understand the needs of the patients, their families and carers, and ensure that health systems 

around the world meet these needs. Healthcare needs to be a dialogue between the patient and 

the healthcare professional who need to make the patients conscious of their rights.  

 

5. Empowerment   

Patients must be empowered to be actively involved in healthcare decision-making at an 

individual level and more widely. This can be facilitated, for example, through improved health 

literacy and shared decision making and patient training programmes. Patients and patients’ 

organizations need to be respected and trusted. Empowered patients are better patients; they 

can more effectively self-manage and provide support to other patients. Healthcare professionals 

and other stakeholders should encourage and facilitate active engagement of patients in decisions 

about their healthcare and the engagement of patients’ organizations in policy development and 

delivery. Patients need to have the choice about the level of control they have over their own 

care. Not all patients want to make decisions about their healthcare and this too should be 

respected as a valid patient choice. 

 

6. Collaboration 

Patients have a moral and ethical right to play a meaningful role in developing healthcare policies 

and health systems around the world need to actively involve patients in the design and delivery 

of healthcare Engaging patients in health policy decision-making helps to ensure that policies 

reflect patient and caregiver needs, preferences and capabilities, making it an appropriate and 

cost-effective way to address their needs.. Patients’ organizations need to be empowered to 

proactively advocate for the patients that they represent and collaborate with other stakeholders 

to ensure that they have a formal role in health systems, recognised protocols. They should also 
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play an active role in monitoring and review of programs and systems. To achieve this, they need 

training and support.  

 

7. Sustainability and the value of healthcare  

IAPO calls upon governments to recognise the value of healthcare, not just the cost of healthcare 

when considering financing for universal health coverage. Too often, the cost of healthcare is 

thought of as a burden rather than an investment. Access to high quality, equitable and 

affordable healthcare can lead to healthier nations and improved economic productivity. The 

value of health to people is worth far more than the cost of healthcare to nations. This concept 

should be promoted through society and mostly with health authorities and government. 

Governments and other healthcare stakeholders need to provide adequate funding for universal 

health coverage whilst ensuring that funding is allocated to achieve optimal societal health 

outcome to reduce waste and inefficiencies and ensure the ent and sustainability of health 

systems.   

 

8. Accountability  

Accountability and transparency are vital to ensuring safe, effective and affordable healthcare 

delivery. Governments and other healthcare stakeholders need to be held accountable to their 

commitments to enact policies to implement universal health coverage. They should be held 

financially accountable to ensure that funding for healthcare is spent as intended. Health systems 

need to be accountable to the patients that they serve. Patients, must also recognise their roles 

and responsibilities, and be accountable for their actions including committing to using health 

resources appropriately. Patients need to have the choice about what role they take in their own 

healthcare, as some patients may want more or less support. They should be able to have a 

choice about this but also understand the impact their choices have on their own care and 

wellbeing. Patients’ organizations should not only work to improve care for the patients they 

service, but to the betterment of healthcare generally. This should be achieved through mutual 

collaboration and mutual understanding. 

 


