Improving Quality of Health Care: The Yellow Star Program 

The Problem

The quality of health services has been a major deterrent to service utilisation in Uganda.  The public perceives the quality of health services as poor, and in fact, the technical quality of health services has been deficient in some key areas.  Supervision reports indicate that health providers often do not adhere to Ministry of Health guidelines, and that services are compromised by frequent deficiencies in essential supplies and drugs. Improving supervision and quality improvement has also been a challenge.  In 2000, the Ministry of Health established a Quality Assurance Department to address these issues.  One of its first activities was to develop and disseminate guidelines for facilitative supervision of health facilities.  Nonetheless, poor motivation of health workers and lack of participation by the communities they serve remain key factors contributing to poor quality services.

USAID Intervention 

USAID support to quality of care through the DISH II Project resulted in a comprehensive quality of care strategy called the Yellow Star Program. The program was developed in close collaboration with the Ministry of Health, the districts, and other development partners. Borrowing experiences and lessons learned from quality improvement programs in other countries, it aims at strengthening the existing supervision system and improving quality of care through a system of certification and recognition of facilities that meet and maintain a set of 35 basic standards of quality. The standards fall into six categories: Infrastructure and Equipment; Management Systems; Infection Prevention; Information, Education and Communication /Interpersonal Communication; Clinical Skills; and Client Services. The Yellow Star is awarded to facilities that achieve and maintain 100% of these standards for a minimum of two consecutive quarters. 

The program was piloted in 12 districts during 2001 and 2002. A communication strategy with three main thrusts was launched in July 2001, and quarterly assessments began in October 2001. A Sensitisation Campaign targeting district and sub-county leaders through one-day sensitisation meetings and print materials familiarized them with the program and enlisted their active involvement and support. A Provider Campaign encouraged health workers to change poor work practices through sensitisation meetings; training district and sub-district supervisors to conduct assessments and institute quality improvement approaches; quarterly newsletters; manuals about the Yellow Star program; a kit of promotional materials that inspire adherence to standards; and the “Star Health Worker” award for providers with good interpersonal skills.  A Community Campaign used posters, radio spots and programs, and community meetings to educate the general public about the program and encourage their involvement in quality improvement activities at their facilities. 

Results

The Yellow Star Programme has registered impressive improvements in quality of care, and has been adopted by the Ministry of Health for expansion nationwide.  During initial assessments, 179 government and NGO facilities met on average only 46.8% of the program’s basic standards.  By the second assessment, this had increased to 64.8%, an 18% increase in only 3 months. For individual health facilities, improvement in standard achievement ranged from 13.7 to 20.9%. Recognising the value of the program, the Ministry of Health has formally adopted the strategy and intends to expand its implementation to all districts over the next two years beginning with 22 districts in the 2002/3 financial year.

Not only did the program improve the quality of services, it also led to more efficient and effective supervision of health facilities and greater interest in health service quality among many leaders.  Many district leaders have commented that the assessment tool is user friendly even for those who do not have medical training.  Supervisors generally agree that the assessment tool and minimum standards make supervision more focused; and health workers are learning to work as teams to met the standards and use the tool for self-assessments.
On August 2nd 2002, Biikira Health Centre III in Rakai District, became the first health unit to receive the Yellow Star Award during a highly publicised ceremony officiated by the Minister of Health. Four other health units have scored 100% and may achieve Yellow Star status during the next quarterly assessment.  Several more already meet more than 90% of standards and may earn the star before the end of 2002.

