Overlapping and competing agencies in global health governance. WHO, World Bank, and OECD in the guidance of national health care systems

(Alexandra Kaasch)

In their attempts to provide for functioning health care systems, national policy-makers increasingly refer to international governmental organisations (IGOs) as sources of advice, information, and data. This is paralleled by a number of IGOs having identified health care systems as part of their work. Current global health governance is characterised by a high number of overlapping and competing institutions, instead of any effective system with particular organisations in charge of defined health policy fields. Based on Deacon’s (e.g. Deacon et al., 1997) approach to studying global social policy and governance, this paper asks: What are the implications of the engagement of three IGOs (WHO, World Bank, OECD) in the same dimension of global social policy (the guidance of national health care systems) for global health governance?
The analysis is based on (1) the organisations’ constitutions, as well as documents explaining and justifying their engagement in global health policy (e.g. websites, strategy papers); and (2) the respective organisations’ reports, policy papers, and similar documents on health care systems; and (3) on interviews with staff of the three IGOs. The IGOs are compared regarding (1) their mandate or legitimacy for engaging in the guidance of national health care systems; (2) the content of their policy advice; and (3) their means of disseminating their respective ideas.

The paper shows that while having different mandates, all engage in the guidance of national health care systems. Their respective ideas on health care systems differ only slightly. And to quite some extent they also diffuse their ideas in the same manner. Concluding, the global discourse on health care systems is much less characterised by controversy on different policy models than that on pensions. There is a considerable overlap in the organisations’ activities, however they rather compete for credibility and trustworthiness.
