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Health 2020 – 
working towards 
health equality 
in Europe
Prof Roberto Bertollini, Chief Scientist and WHO 
Representative to the European Union

Though average levels of health and life expectancy have 
greatly improved in Europe over the past few decades, 
the headline figures mask a glaring difference in health 
status among countries. The wHO regards this inequality 
as unacceptable, and has launched the Health 2020 policy 
initiative in response.

W e are living in an age of transition in 
healthcare, and there has been a 
fundamental shift in the ways general 

healthcare is regarded, measured, provided and 
delivered. 

Technology and innovation, urbanisation, and 
increased health literacy mean it is now possible 
for services to be delivered in new ways, while 
threats such as increasing resistance to antibiotics, 
declining fertility levels and, of course, the shift 
from acute to chronic diseases, constitute a 
tremendous challenge for health systems and 
health authorities. 

Health 2020 offers a common purpose and a 
shared responsibility. It envisages a Europe in 

which all people are enabled and supported in 
achieving their full health potential, and in which 
countries work both individually and together to 
reduce health inequalities. It aims to significantly 
improve health and well-being of populations and 
ensure sustainable, people-centric health systems.

To do this, we must address the social 
determinants of health. We must tackle the 
bare fact that life expectancy is directly linked to 
where people were born, their achieved level of 
education, and their family’s income level.

Next, we need to improve leadership and participatory 
governance for health and actively  promote “health 
in all policies”: putting potential impacts on health and 
well-being at the heart of policymaking.

The WHO has identified four common policy 
priorities for health that are interlinked, 
interdependent and mutually supportive:

1. Investing in health through a life course 
approach and empowering people 
Supporting good health throughout life 
leads to longer lives – and healthier lives for 
longer. That makes people more productive, 
less reliant on the social support from the 
state – and less likely to develop chronic 
conditions. Health promotion programmes 
based on principles of engagement and 
empowerment offer real benefits.

2. Tackling Europe’s major health 
challenges of both non-communicable 
and communicable diseases Through 
implementing global and regional mandates 
on matters such as tobacco use, diet, 
physical activity, HIV/AIDS, TB and so 
on, we can promote healthy choices, 
strengthen health systems and health 
care, reach and maintain recommended 
immunization levels and divert attention 
and resources to special needs and 
disadvantaged populations. For example, 
evidence* clearly shows that substantial 
reductions in mortality can occur within 
months of decreases in smoking, and within 
one and three years of dietary changes. 
What’s more, these initiatives are extremely 
cost-effective.

3. Strengthening people-centred health 
systems and public health capacities, 
and emergency preparedness 
Strengthening primary healthcare can 
make it a hub for people-centred health 
systems and ensure appropriate integration 
and continuum of care. Access must be 
improved to essential medicines, and 
there must be investment in technology 
assessment.

4. Creating supportive environments and 
resilient communities Implementing 
multilateral environmental agreements 
and health policies that contribute to 
sustainable development and making 
health services resilient to the changing 
environment will lead to a more sustainable 
model of health delivery.

Health 2020 is built on strong values: solidarity, 
fairness, sustainability and the belief that health is 
a fundamental human right. It calls for integrated 
policy frameworks that will, with help from 
all stakeholders, have inspirational results for 
everyone in Europe for the years to come.
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