	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

Beyond The Numbers:
	
  

User Guide for the
PHC Vital Signs
	
  
The Primary Health Care Performance Initiative
(PHCPI) website is a resource for advocates and
decision-makers who want to improve their
country’s primary health care (PHC) system. It
presents data that enable users to understand
the performance of PHC systems in low- and
middle-income countries, and benchmark
progress. This guide provides background and
information to aid users in interpreting the data
on the website.
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Overview of Data on the PHCPI Website
The website presents data for 25 PHC Vital Signs indicators, collected through globallyrecognized surveys that are comparable across countries. When taken together, these indicators
provide a snapshot of countries’ PHC system performance.
Each indicator was selected through a rigorous process, and measures an essential aspect of PHC
system functioning, based on PHCPI’s Conceptual Framework. The Conceptual Framework
outlines what seem to be to the most critical factors that drive PHC system performance, to guide
what should be measured:
•
•
•
•
•

System: Is PHC prioritized in a country’s health system?
Inputs: Does a country’s system offer sufficient facilities, health care professionals, and
supplies?
Service Delivery: Are services accessible and effectively organized, managed, and
coordinated to deliver high-quality care?
Outputs: Does a country’s system provide the essential services people need throughout
each phase of life?
Outcomes: Does a country’s system efficiently deliver better outcomes and greater equity?
1	
  

	
  

To learn more about the PHCPI Conceptual Framework and how the PHC Vital Signs were selected,
visit “Measuring PHC” and “Our Indicators” (from the “About Us” page). For detailed descriptions
of the data sources, rationale, construction, and limitations of indicators, visit the “Indicator
Library” (from the “About Us” page).
Interpreting the Data on the PHCPI Website
The interactive tools available on the website enable users to quickly assess a country’s
performance and create custom comparisons against its peers. The following sections provide
guidance on how to use these tools and interpret data.

(continued on next page)
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Data by Country
To access and interpret PHC Vital Signs data by country:
• Click the “Countries” tab in the site navigation bar.
• Select one of the 135 countries by region, or enter a country name
manually in the search box. The result should look like the
screenshot to the right (Nigeria’s country page).
• At the top of the page, contextual indicators (such as population)
provide important background information. Click “See more
contextual indicators” to learn more about country context.
• Below, PHC Vital Signs data are organized by the domains of the
Conceptual Framework that they measure (for example, “Inputs” or
“Service Delivery”).
• When you hover over a value, a year will pop up; this indicates the
year the data comes from – the most recent year for which data are
available.
• Countries that have been identified as Top Results in low- and
middle-income countries are called out with tags.
• Where available, a trend line displays data over the past 15 years.
The direction of the trend line indicates whether the country’s
performance improves or worsens over time (though some
indicators – such as caseload per provider – are neutral). Hover over
the line to see values and years.
•

Below the trend line, you’ll see a straight line with a red, green, or gray circle. This tells us how the selected country compares to all other countries where data are available. A red
circle denotes that the country is performing worse than the median, and a green value, better. The gray value is used for neutral indicators to signal that higher or lower is not
necessarily better.

•

Several of the PHC Vital Signs indicators are relatively new and data are only collected in a small number of countries. If data are unavailable on a particular indicator, you can
click “explore data across countries” to view where the data are available. PHCPI intends to significantly improve data availability over time.
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Data by Indicator
To access and interpret PHC Vital Signs data by indicator:
• Click the “Indicators” tab in the site navigation bar. Use this tool to compare all available country data across a single indicator.
• Select an indicator from the list of PHC Vital Signs that appears, or type an indicator name into the search box. Indicators are organized according to the domains of the
Conceptual Framework.
• The screenshot at right presents the results for the indicator “DTP3 coverage”. A brief description of the indicator is noted at the top of the page. In the upper right corner, click the
icons to download the data for this indicator in an
Excel file. You can also save or share the custom
visualizations that you create.
• Data can be displayed in two different views: “Sorted
View” and “Value Plot.”
• In the table below the graph, the selected countries’
relative performance is shown by bar length, actual
values, and trend lines, and notes on the data sources
and benchmarks are displayed at the bottom of the
page.
Sorted View
•

The Sorted View, as shown on the right, displays a
simple bar chart that compares data in order of
country performance.

•

Scroll down to “Compare Countries,” and you can select
countries individually or by group (such as geographic
region or income level). Your selected countries will be
highlighted in color in the chart.

•

The green and red dotted lines note the cutoff values
for the top and bottom 10% of performers.

•

Internationally recognized benchmarks, where
available for indicators, are highlighted with a dark
gray dotted line.
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Value Plot View

• The second view – Value Plot – displays the data organized by geographic
region, with each dot representing a country, as shown on the right. This
allows you to easily see the spread of country performance within and between
regions.

Compare Tool
To simultaneously compare data across multiple countries and indicators:
• Click the “Tools” tab in the site navigation bar and select “Compare Tool” from the drop-down list.
•

The screenshot to the right presents the results for 4 indicators labeled A-D and noted in the upper left
legend. Data automatically pop up for the most recent year available.

•

Vertical bars represent the data.
o

Gray results bars represent neutral indicators where high and low values aren’t necessarily
better or worse. For example, neither a very high nor very low density of health centers and
health posts is optimal.

o

Excluding neutral indicators, the taller the bar, the better the performance. Green bars denote
better performance, yellow bars represent median values, and red bars denote poor
performance.

•

When data are unavailable for a particular country, the visual reads “No Data.”

•

Below the visual, a table presents the data for the selected countries, including the actual values and the
corresponding years.
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What the Indicators Tell Us
The 25 PHC Vital Signs indicators help decision-makers identify strengths and weaknesses in PHC
system performance. Strong relative performance on an indicator could be a sign of the
following:
•
•
•
•
•

PHC is prioritized in the country’s health system
The PHC system offers sufficient facilities, health care professionals, and supplies
Services are accessible and effectively organized, managed, and coordinated to deliver high
quality care
The PHC system provides the essential services patients need throughout each phase of life
The PHC system efficiently delivers efficient, equitable outcomes

Poor relative performance on an indicator raises important questions about both supply- and
demand-side factors that could underlie PHC system challenges, and necessitates further diagnosis.
The following examples illustrate questions that could arise from the data, with graphics from
PHCperformanceinitiative.org.
Example 1: Diagnostic accuracy in Kenya is substantially higher than in the other five countries
where it is measured.1
ü Is there better provider training in Kenya?
ü Is there a more manageable daily patient caseload per provider?
ü Are better diagnostic tools available?
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Example 2: While Rwanda has one of the lowest dropout rates (0%) between the 1st and 3rd DTP
vaccines, it has one of the highest dropout
rates (55%) between the 1st and 4th antenatal
care visits.2
ü What can Rwanda learn from how it
tracks children receiving DPT
immunizations that could inform
efforts to improve continuity of care in
pregnancy?
ü Are there gaps in the management and
information systems necessary to track
patients and remind them to return for
antenatal care visits?
ü Are patients dissuaded from returning
to the antenatal care site because of a
negative experience? If so, is that negative experience medical (the care or treatment is
unsatisfactory) or related to other factors like out-of-pocket costs, the provider’s attitude, the
physical condition of the facility, the wait time, or the facility’s location?
Example 3: Nigeria performs below the median on all PHC Vital Signs output indicators, even while it
performs above the median on some indicators of service delivery.3
ü Are these poor output scores the result of insufficient inputs, such as money, supplies, or health
workers? Or are they are result of poor management processes or access barriers?
ü What health system investments could most improve outputs? For example, should the
government prioritize health worker training, basic equipment availability, or information
systems?
ü Are factors outside the health system affecting outputs? For example, are people avoiding primary
care facilities for cultural reasons? Do they reject vaccinations due to myths and misconceptions?
Do they prefer to deliver babies in the home?
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Policy Implications of the Data
Many of the questions presented in the examples above relate to service delivery – in other words, how
inputs like drugs and supplies convert to outputs and outcomes, such as more children vaccinated or
healthier populations. Characteristics of good service delivery include first contact accessibility,
continuity, coordination, comprehensiveness, and people-centeredness. Decision-makers often have poor
visibility into how their PHC systems deliver services to people. For example, comparable and systematic
data on critical measures, including
provider absence rates and the accuracy of
Other Website Features
their diagnoses, are collected in only a
In addition to the data, the PHCPI website houses a variety
of other resources for advocates, decision-makers, and
handful of low- and middle-income
health system managers who want to improve PHC,
countries.
including:

More than other health measurement
frameworks, which have focused mainly on
a few specific outputs and outcomes, PHCPI
focuses on the underlying system and
service delivery elements that drive whether
patients receive appropriate care and
whether this leads to better health
outcomes. Decision-makers who want to
improve their countries’ PHC systems often
do not have the right information to
understand the specific ways their systems
are getting better or worse, and most
importantly, why. Without high-quality,
relevant data, they may not even ask the
kinds of questions prompted by the
examples above, let alone answer these
questions and ultimately make smart
changes to improve the system.

• PHC Evidence: Visit the Tools page to access a database
that houses over 3,000 articles on the best policy
evidence for strengthening PHC.
• Promising Practices: Read short case studies that
describe examples of strong and improving PHC
systems around the world.
• Advocacy Toolkit: Download a toolkit of resources to
prepare advocates for outreach to decision-makers.
The advocacy toolkit includes resources such as
advocacy guidance, country briefs, social media ideas,
and frequently asked questions about PHCPI.
• Blog: Read the PHCPI blog to explore perspectives
from experts and partners and news about PHC.
• About Us: Learn more about PHCPI, strong PHC
systems, and the PHC Vital Signs indicators accessible
from the About Us menu.
• Get Involved: Check out the Get Involved page for more
ideas on how to support PHCPI and PHC
improvement in your country.

Relevant, timely data will permit decisionmakers to design informed policies and prioritize the investment of resources. These data will also
support constituents and advocates to hold decision-makers accountable to their commitments to
improve PHC systems.
While specific policy recommendations will vary by country, based on the structure and attributes of the
PHC system and the policy landscape, decision-makers everywhere can take steps toward shaping strong
PHC systems in their country by:
• Declaring a commitment to PHC system improvements.
• Using PHCPI data in policy and budget decision-making.
• Supporting improvements to measurement, data collection, and data analysis at national
and sub-national levels.
• Establishing and empowering multi-stakeholder expert working groups at national and/or
sub-national levels—with government, advocacy, and technical representatives—to examine
PHCPI data and recommend areas for further exploration or improvement.
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