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WHO’s quality of 
maternal and newborn 
care framework: is 
harmonisation of tools 
best?

Vanessa Brizuela and colleagues 
(May, 2019)1 identified five globally 
applied large-scale survey tools that 
have been used to measure quality of 
care in maternal and newborn health. 
The tools were benchmarked against 
the WHO framework according to 
their capacity for assessing quality of 
care in this area.2 Of the five surveys 
identified, those with the highest 
capacity for quality of maternal and 
newborn care assessment were the 
Service Provision Assessment (which 
covered 62% of quality measures) 
and the Averting Maternal Death and 
Disability (AMDD) Needs Assessment 
of Emergency Obstetric Care toolkit 
(which covered 57% of quality 
measures). This finding is important 
and robustly highlights the insuf-
ficiency of the existing tools as quality 
of care assessment tools.

In our 2016 systematic review of 
the application of the AMDD Needs 
Assessment of Emergency Obstetric 
Care,3 we reported the experiences 
of researchers using this tool in low-
income and middle-income countries 
(LMICs). Three key points came from 
our review. First, wide consensus 
existed around the need to refine 
indicators used for quality of care 
assessments. Second, a need existed 
to take a holistic approach to quality 
of care assessments that leverages 
quantitative and qualitative research 
methods. Finally, a need existed to  
integrate these assessments into 
routine health information manage-
ment systems.

To focus attention on retrofitting  
existing survey tools into the WHO 
framework is entirely reasonable 
since this approach will not incur any 
additional design costs. However, 
this strategy does not guarantee 

the holistic assessment that is 
crucially needed to improve service 
delivery. The alternative is to focus 
on designing a new quality of care 
framework that responds to our most 
important questions. In several LMICs 
where attempts have been made 
to assess quality of care in maternal 
and newborn health using the WHO 
proposed indicators, researchers 
needed to revise the indicators to 
operationalise them.4

The definition of quality by the 
women receiving care is different 
from that of WHO experts.5 Attempts 
to capture these beneficiary-specific 
interpretations of quality are likely 
contained within the measures of 
the framework; however, focus on 
these quantitative metrics might 
obscure the perceived experiences 
of care. Indeed, cultural nuances of 
quality of care exist, which are best 
captured qualitatively. We agree that 
“more measurement for the sake 
of measurement” is not the right 
approach for the future.1 However, we 
believe that the right measurement 
for the exact purpose of measuring 
quality of care is essential. The existing 
survey tools do not help in achieving 
that goal—maternal and newborn 
quality of care tools need to assess the 
capacity of health systems as well as 
the experiences of women.
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