BM IJ BUSINESS & MANAGEMENT STUDIES:

ISSN: 2148-2586 AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL
Vol.: 6 Issue: 4 Year: 2018, pp. 1141-1151

Citation: Ozer, O., & Yildirim, H.H. (2018), Investigation of Sustainability and Financial Sustainability
in the Health System, BMIJ, (2018), 6(4): 1141-1151 doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.15295/bmij.v6i4.311

INVESTIGATION OF SUSTAINABITY AND FINANCIAL
SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPTS IN THE HEALTH SYSTEM!

Ozlem OZER? Received Date (Bagvuru Tarihi): 24/10/2018
Hasan Hiiseyin YILDIRIM?® Accepted Date (Kabul Tarihi): 06/12/2018
Published Date (Yayn Tarihi): 04/01/2019

ABSTRACT

The fundamental element of sustainability in the health system is the financial sustainability that is at the
heart of the health policy debate. Factors such as the aging of the world population, the emergence of new
technological developments, increasing expectation and demand from the health system, increasing access to health
services, and seeking quality health care services have begun to create significant pressures on health systems and
threaten the financial sustainability of health systems. Sustainability and financial sustainability are very important
concepts in evaluating countries’ health systems. However, there are no consensus definitions on these concepts in
the literature. The aim of this study is to give information about the concepts of sustainability and financial
sustainability, which have become an important topic of discussion in the health systems of the world countries in
recent years, and to evaluate these concepts in terms of the health system.
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SAGLIK SiSTEMINDE SURDURULEBILIRLIK VE FINANSAL

SURDURULEBILIRLIK KAVRAMLARININ iNCELENMESI

oz

Saghk sisteminde siirdiiriilebilirligin temeli, saghk politikas: tartismalarinin merkezinde yer alan finansal
stirdiiriilebilirlik konusu olmaktadwr. Diinya niifusunun giderek yaslanmasi, yeni teknolojik gelismelerin ortaya
¢ctkmasi, saglk sisteminden olan beklentilerin ve talebin artis géstermesi, saglk hizmetlerine olan erisim artmast,
kaliteli saghk hizmeti arayisi gibi faktorler saglik sistemleri iizerinde onemli baskilar yaratmaya baslamis ve saglik
sistemlerinin finansal stirdiiriilebilirligini tehdit eder bir hale gelmistir. Stirdiiriilebilirlik ve finansal stirdiiriilebilirlik
tilkelerin saghk sistemlerini degerlendirmede olduk¢a énemli kavramlar olmasina ragmen literatiirde bu kavramlar
hakkinda heniiz iizerinde fikir birligine varilmig tamimlamalar bulunmamaktadir. Bu ¢alismanin amact da, son
yillarda tiim diinya iilkelerinin saghk sistemlerinde dnemli bir tartisma konusu haline gelen siirdiiriilebilirlik ve
finansal siirdiiriilebilirlik kavramlar: hakkinda bilgiler vermek ve bu kavramlar: saghk sistemi agisindan
degerlendirmektir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Saglik Sistemi, Stirdiiriilebilirlik, Finansal Siirdiiriilebilirlik, Saglik Sisteminde Finansal
Stirdiiriilebilirlik
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1. INTRODUCTION

Today, the production and consumption of health goods and services are carried out
through modern health systems shaped by socioeconomic, historical, cultural, legal, political
and other dynamics of countries (Yildirim, 2015). A health system refers to entire activities
consisting of supply, demand, management, resources, organization, financing, legislation and
policies of health services. Any health system has three primary goals: to improve the health of
the population, to respond to people’s expectations, and to provide financial protection against
the costs of ill-health (WHO, 2000). In addition to these three primary goals, health systems
have many other goals such as access to health services, participation of the society,
sustainability, and innovation. These secondary goals might also affect the level of health,

responsiveness to the expectations and aquity in health care (Murray and Frenk, 2000).

In recent years, the most widely discussed topics in health systems have been
sustainability and financial strength of the system against increased cost pressures. More
recently, in some countries, these issues have been coupled with economic crises. In many
European countries, the share of health care expenditure in the gross domestic product (GDP)
displays significant increase. The ageing of the population, limited resources, the emergence of
new technologies, economic growth, higher expectations, and higher costs of health services
inputs are among the factors that challenge health systems. These factors lead to rise in costs,

thus posing a threat to financial sustainability too (Figueras et al., 2012).

In Turkey, as is the case in most countries, sustainability and financial sustainability of
the health system has recently become important topics of debate. However, information on
what these concepts mean in the health system is very limited. Therefore, the aim of this study
gives information about the concept of sustainability and financial sustainability in health

systems, and to evaluate these concepts in terms of the health system.
2. SUSTAINABILITY

The measurement and definition of sustainability is very important because
sustainability sheds light whether there is actually a political problem, and if any, how the
problem can be solved (Di Matteo, 2010). The concept of sustainability began to further
manifest itself in the literature in the early 19th century, and appeared in the field of renewable
resources such as agriculture and fishery, along with forestry. With the re-emergence of the
issue of resources in the beginning of the 1970s, the debates of sustainability have gradually

increased in the fields other than agriculture, forestry and fishery—particularly in the field of
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industry. The increase in environmental issues such as air pollution, noise pollution, etc. has
shifted debates of sustainability towards the environmental issues (Kaya, 2013). The main
feature of the concept of sustainability, which is used in different fields, is that it is about human

future and it involves the protection of resources of the field that it is used in (Tiras, 2012).

Sustainability, which, in terms of word meaning, is called ‘the capacity to endure’
(Kaya, 2013) is defined in different ways by different circles. It is derived from the Latin
sustinere meaning “to hold”, “to support” and ‘to maintain’. The concept of sustainability was
first coined in the field of forestry (Kuhlman and Farrington, 2010; Campbell et al., 2011).
Sustainability, which has become a popular goal for societies, has also become a wide-ranging
term that can be applied to any enterprise on a local or a global scale for long time periods
(Mathaisel and College, 2014). For environment, sustainability assesses whether or not project
outputs can be produced without permanent and unacceptable changes in the natural
equilibrium. For human beings, it is long-term physical and cultural well-being (Mathaisel and
College, 2014). In public financing, sustainability creates a reliable source of revenues for

ongoing public spending (Marchildon, 2004).

Sustainability, which is also described as ‘the capacity to endure and withstand changing
circumstances’ (Birch, 2014), is mostly considered as self-sufficiency, and it refers to the
capacity of the system to continue its normal activities into the future (Abuor, 2012). In very
general sense, if an organization/system is able to survive over a long period of time, and at the

same time, has the ability to fulfill its mission, it can be accepted as sustainable (Klaus, 2010).

Another definition of sustainability is to ensure the capability of a system to endure at a
certain level (Gruen et al., 2008). In its most general sense, sustainability refers to providing
the resources needed by a certain program, sector, or overall economy within a certain slice of
time. Therefore, along with borrowing, economic development or economic growth is also
subject to the sustainability criteria. Thus, the concept of sustainability is used for progress or

development as well (Goktan, 2008).
3. SUSTAINABILITY IN HEALTH SYSTEMS

Sustainability in health systems has recently become a priority policy agenda for
countries because of the rise in health expenditures, limited resources and increasing share of
health spending in the GDP due to the factors such as technological progress, consumer
expectations and demographical changes (Thomson et al., 2009). Sustaining the health system

in an efficient and effective manner has become one of the major tasks of governments. The
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interested actors tackle with the deadlock between unlimited needs and limited financial
resources (Wang, 2010). The continuous upward trend in the costs of health services and usually
faster growth in overall health spending than the economy of nations are considered serious

threats to the sustainability of health systems (Prada et al., 2014).

Increasing demand for health services and decreasing financing, human resources and
other resources available for the delivery of health services, lead to the emergence of
‘sustainability gap’, and this gap gradually widens. Health systems, in order to survive in the
long term, need to have adequate resources to achieve their goals and to adapt to changing

environment (Coiera and Hovenga, 2007).

What sustainability in the health system is, what the goals of sustainability in the health
system should be, and how these goals can be achieved are still unclear. Despite its popularity
as a modern, but yet a cliché new concept, there is not a clear, agreed-upon definition of
sustainability of the health system. The concept of sustainability in health systems is defined in
different ways in the literature (Prada et al., 2014). Despite the lack of an agreed-upon definition
for sustainability in the health system, some definitions provided in the literature are given

below.

Knowles et al. (1997) define sustainability in the health system as “the capacity of the
system to continue its normal activities successfully in the future” (Knowles et al., 1997).
According to another definition, “sustainability is the capacity of the health system to function
effectively over time with minimum external input” (La Fond, 1995; Yildirim, 2012a).
Sustainability in the health system means ensuring that sufficient resources are available over
the long term to provide timely access to quality services and timely access to necessary
medicament (Romanow, 2002). These resources consist of human resources that include direct
service providers such as nurses, physicians, dentists, hospitals, clinics and health care
managers; equipment and materials such x-ray and other diagnostic imaging systems; physical
resources involving hospital and clinic facilities such as information technologies that support
the health system, and financial resources (Marchildon, 2004).

Conceptually, sustainability in health systems can be understood as a dynamic balance
relating to the values on which the system is based (affordability, accessibility, acceptability,
and quality). Hence, sustainability involves the system, where these values are sufficiently
sustained, and where they provide a framework for meaning and actions (Essink, 2012).

Sustainability in health systems means ensuring that appropriate and adequate resources are
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available over the long term in order to assure timely access to quality health services that will
meet current and future health care needs of the population (BASYS et al., 2005).

The most common challenges faced in ensuring a sustainable health system are an
ageing population, financial sustainability of health systems, prevention and control of chronic
diseases, rapid progress in health technologies, cost-effectiveness and innovation (European
Commission, 2013). Other major challenges are inadequate human resources, inequality,
citizens’ decreased trust and confidence in the system and services, low efficiency, and
changing social expectations. The increase in the costs of health services is a serious threat to
the sustainability of the health system (Prada et al., 2014).

A sustainable health system 1) delivers care to the sick resulting in the lowest possible
mortality and morbidity 2) provides that care to the greatest possible portion of the population
as much as possible, 3) provides that as a percentage of GDP, the total cost of care is in balance
with other necessary societal costs for the relevant population, and 4) under that system, care
delivery is seen as an attractive and satisfying profession (Miller, 2013).

The major criteria for sustainability in respect of the society, are ensuring accessibility
and continuity of health services, accessibility of health services in financial terms as well, and

in this context, the existence of social security (Deloitte, 2012).
4. FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY IN HEALTH SYSTEMS

Over the past 50 years, total health expenditures in the OECD (The Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development) countries have increased faster than the GDP, at an
average of 2% points above the GDP growth (World Economic Forum, 2012). In most OECD
countries, the growth of health spending surpassed the GDP growth over the two decades. This
trend has increasingly become an important problem since the 2008 crisis (Tordrup et al., 2013).
The big amount of resources allocated to health care and their tendency to further rise over time
have brought about versatile debates over the financing of the health system in respect of
ensuring the sustainability of the system (Alper, 2011). Modern health systems must remain
accessible and effective while seeking long-term sustainability. To do this, they have to be

fiscally sustainable (European Commission, 2014).

The debates over sustainability of the health system are mostly about financing (Prada
et al., 2014; Romanow, 2002). Some argue that the system is not sustainable due to extremely
high costs of the health system, and also because it constitutes a very large a proportion of

governments’ budgets, or it imposes pressure on taxes. Some others who debate over the
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problems with the system, underline the failure in the organization of the system and
inefficiency of outcomes. They maintain that there is more than enough money to meet health
care needs, and the system should be reorganized. Others have argued that the only problem
with the system is the lack of financial resources in recent years. According to them, restoring

and increasing the financial resources will solve the problem (Romanow, 2002).

The concept of sustainability in health system, which is frequently debated in the media,
and policy and academic circles, is a controversial concept and is open to different
interpretations. However, it is rarely debated what financial sustainability means for a health
system or how a health system must achieve financial sustainability or what the policy outcomes
of the problem are (Thomson et al., 2009).

There is no universally accepted definition of the concept of financial sustainability.
This concept can often be defined as a government’s ability to sustain its current expenditures,
taxes and other fiscal policies over the long term. The government, thanks to its mentioned
ability, will be able to maintain its power to govern, or will not face any problem in fulfilling
its responsibilities, or will be able to carry out its pre-committed spending (Kalkinma Bakanligi,
2014).

The concept of financial sustainability in the health system can be defined as the ability
of the health system to generate sufficient resources to fulfill the responsibilities expected from
it, to maintain health status by the resources generated, and to perform its responsibility to
improve health status. If the health system fails to finance its expenditures through different
revenues or is able to fulfill these responsibilities via the Treasury or financial support, the
continuity of this assistance will constitute the basis for financial sustainability of the health
system (Kalkinma Bakanligi, 2014).

One definition says financial sustainability in the health system refers to the ability of a
health system to function effectively over time with minimum financial input (Belek, 2009).
According to another definition, financial sustainability is the ability of resources to maintain a
sufficient level for the functioning of the system (USAID, 2001). Financial stability in the health
system, which is described as the alignment of limitless needs and limited financial resources
(Eurostat, 2005) is a country’s ability to finance its health system by its financial resources in
the medium and long term. Financial stability, which has a critical importance in ensuring the
continuity of the provision of services and health care in the long run, is the ability to meet

health expenditures by revenues obtained via the primary financing mechanism selected
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(Yildirim, 2012b). As to Queensland Treasury Corporation (2016), financial sustainability is
“being able to maintain infrastructure and manage services through likely policy changes and
unexpected financial shocks without the need for economically significant or socially

destabilising revenue or expenditure adjustments.”

Financial sustainability has also been equated with financially self-sufficiency of the
societies to cover the whole health system and the requirements of the program. According to
this viewpoint, priorities must be set within government budget constraints, additional resources
must be mobilized, and better value must be obtained for funds used in the health sector. A
health system’s sustainability depends on its operation by an organization with the ability to
mobilize and allocate adequate and appropriate resources in the long term (Brenzel and Young,
2011).

5. CONCLUSION

The primary objective of any health system is to improve health level of the society. In
order to achieve this objective, health services should be accessible, equitable, of quality, and
sustainable (Akdag and Mollahalioglu, 2011). The fundamental dimension of sustainability in
the health system is financial sustainability, which stands at the center of debates about health
policy (Thomson et al., 2009). Financial sustainability is critical because of the direct
contribution of health to societal well-being (Tsai, 2010). In addition to, sustainability is

momentous for the appropriate functioning of health care systems. (Borgonovi et al., 2018).

Factors such as increased accessibility to health services, the impact of the health
sector’s labor-and technology-intensive nature on cost increases, increased burden of chronic
diseases and need for long-term care with ageing population, threats posed by lifestyle and
environmental factors, and higher expectations for service supply and quality not only increase
cost pressures and health expenditures, but also push countries towards ‘sustainable’ new
searches in their health systems (Ozsar1 2013). Sustainability express the capability of health
organizations to effectively use available resources to optimize health services’ provision and
improve achievable health outcomes. (Borgonovi et al., 2018). The create of a sustainable
health system depends on the access to durable and non-durable goods related to health, access

to capital and adequate resource allocation for such inputs (Ugurluoglu and Ozgen, 2008).

Sustainable health financing requires policies to involve all stakeholders to make the
health system viable (Owusu-Seyere and Bagah, 2014). Therefore, governments are expected

to offer solutions based on the problems that may arise in sustainability and financial
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sustainability of the health system by focusing on these concepts very carefully and involving
stakeholders (politicians, bureaucrats, academicians, health service providers, etc.).

Finally, the financial sustainability of the health system depends on political decisions
on how and how much to invest in health and how resources should be collected. The financial
sustainability problem is a political issue. Because financial sustainability is linked to revenues,
this issue is a problem that creates pressure on public spending for many countries (Ozer and

Yildirim, 2016).

In this study, the concepts of sustainability and financial sustainability in the health
system, which are considered as important concepts in health systems, have tried to be
explanied and have been comprehensively discussed. The fact that these concepts have not been
studied in detail before in the literature in terms of health system, also constitutes the main

emergence point of this study.
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