
Dr Sema Sgaier and Amod Kumar explain why, by collecting and acting upon customer
feedback, government hospitals can slowly change widely-held perceptions about the
quality of their services.
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Anita sits in the back of a crowded waiting room of a government hospital in Uttar Pradesh,

her four-year-old son weak and ill on her lap. He’s suffering from diarrhoea, one of the leading
killers of children in India. She had carried him to four village doctors before one �nally
persuaded her to take him to a hospital.

Anita earns, at the most, Rs 10 a day. She is among the poorest of the poor. Yet she was
willing to pay to see local practitioners rather than seek free government care.

Something is seriously wrong

Development experts have long focused on improving access to healthcare. For example,
there are far more government-funded health services available in Uttar Pradesh, India’s most
populous state at nearly 224 million, than ever before. Yet, around 70 percent of healthcare in
India is provided through the private sector
(http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp1414214#t=article), comprising both legally
trained and illegal doctors. This can result in unnecessary expenses, inadequate or even
dangerous treatments from unquali�ed practitioners, and a waste of public sector resources
spent on underused facilities.

Why is this so?

A lack of trust: Our own qualitative research consistently indicates that people make
these choices only partially because the services are closer to home. They trust village
doctors, who treat them with dignity. They are also wary of poor service in government
health institutions, where there is evidence of poor treatment, a lack of respect for
patients, and demands for out-of-pocket payments for services that should be free of
charge.
A lack of accountability: The government wants to see more people come to its
facilities, but this will require a fundamental shift in thinking. As it stands, doctors,
nurses and other healthcare providers are not held accountable for a lot of their actions.

Changing the public perception of government health centres:
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The public sector needs to solve two problems–delivering better health outcomes and getting
patients to come in–and each calls for different solutions.

Also Read: Along With Women, India’s 200 Million Young Men Need New Policies & Ideas as
Well (https://www.thebetterindia.com/125402/women-indias-200-million-young-men-new-
policies-ideas/)

To improve health outcomes, the government needs to improve the actual quality of care by
focusing on the performance of the staff, the supply of medicines and the quality of
infrastructure.

However, to improve patient footfall, they need to improve the perceived quality of care. The
levers tend to be non-medical issues such as accessibility, waiting time, privacy, time with a
doctor, administrative e�ciency, and other services such as food and lodging for families.

Perception matters

People perceive that quality is better at informal providers even though the latter often
mishandle common ailments (for example, prescribing antibiotics instead of oral dehydration
salts and zinc for diarrhoea in young children).

This quality perception is exaggerated by the �erce competition among private providers,
which compels them to satisfy customers by focusing on the immediate relief of symptoms
rather than the most effective treatment.

In the public sector, by contrast, the disrespect patients endure extends to verbal or even
physical abuse. Private providers–unquali�ed or licensed–would not retain patients if they
treated them that way.

Using customer feedback to fix it :
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Picture for representation only. Source: Pixabay (https://pixabay.com/en/care-diagnose-
disease-health-3031259/)

Compared to the private sector, the government offers a lifetime of employment with little
opportunity for reward or recognition. In other words, there is little incentive to behave better.

That is why we recommend that the government draws on a classic marketing technique:
going straight to the consumer for feedback. They need to understand what rural and semi-
urban patients value in health care; eventually, people must sense a real commitment to
change.

Promotion
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Here are some ways in which governments can seek patient feedback:
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Pilot different methods: We recommend piloting and empirically testing different
approaches and methods, perhaps in partnership with private entities that have
available platforms for providing feedback.
Make it accessible and unbiased: A feedback mechanism allowing people to share
stories should be cellphone-based and run by an independent organisation.
Keep metrics in mind: Careful consideration is needed to develop a panel of metrics for
patient satisfaction that balance the need for correct medical care with the cultural and
personal expectations of patients (for example, the widespread assumption that every
malady requires antibiotics).
Be committed: Above all, consumer feedback must go hand in hand with a commitment
to improving infrastructure, training, and skills.

 It ’s not going to be easy

Creating a good feedback system for public health is a huge task, likely taking one to two
years to establish. It requires a special cell at headquarters with a team of 10-20 people. There
were some small feedback experiments in Uttar Pradesh with a helpline number posted in
every hospital. But the project never took off as the helpline was handled by only two clerks,
who didn’t always answer the phone.

The feedback also has to matter, because if it is not acted upon, citizens will lose interest. It
must be integrated into the human resources management system of the staff, including
annual performance reviews, promotions and transfers.

Also Read: Here’s How Rural Indians Can Get the Same Opportunities as Their Urban
Counterparts. (https://www.thebetterindia.com/119176/how-rural-indians-can-get-same-
opportunities-as-urban-counterparts/)

Some countries have already successfully implemented this kind of feedback loop on health.
Practo.com allows urban patients in Brazil, India, Indonesia, Singapore and the Philippines to
search private healthcare providers, read patient reviews of them, and add their own feedback.
In the United Kingdom, iwantgreatcare.org provides similar search and feedback abilities for
patients of the National Health Service. But there is no comparable platform in India today
that reaches the three-quarters of Indians who live in rural areas.
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Feedback may be just one step, but it ’s an important one

Eco-Friendly

The Better 
Home 

Cleaners

Upto 35% Off

Eco-Friendly

Unlock Your 
Reader's 

Only Discount

Upto 35% Off

E
co
-F
rien
d
ly

B
io
-d
eg
rad
ab
le

H
o
m
e 

C
lean
ers

U
p
to
 35%
 O
ff

E
c
o
-F
r
ie
n
d
ly

N
o
n
-to
x
ic

H
o
m
e
 

C
le
a
n
e
r
s

U
p
to
 3
5
%
 O
ff

https://www.thebetterindia.com/119176/how-rural-indians-can-get-same-opportunities-as-urban-counterparts/
https://shop.thebetterindia.com/products?type=5L&utm_source=thebetterindia.com&utm_medium=bannerad-ap&utm_campaign=ap2-5L-31July


Picture for representation only. Source: Flickr
(https://www.�ickr.com/photos/mynameisharsha/2897141031/in/photolist-5q1B6r-quuo6Y-
qxAJaV-bQDcbZ-na17re-na18nG-na1cy7-oxQJwR-ntgnqi-Nossu-VpD2UA-na14pR-5KyuAv-
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RK16WG-MoFbh-2nnof9-5Adove-YbHDts-ck1yR3-7nnr3Y-NFmof-4bzojK-bv9HAh-du94cS-
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Introducing accountability into government healthcare will require a profound culture change.
Respect for patients and a focus on results will not be easy to achieve. But if the government
wants to build a strong public health system, it needs to start by listening to people like Anita.

About the authors:

Dr Sema Sgaier is Co-founder and Executive Director of Surgo Foundation, a privately-funded
‘action tank’ whose goal is to generate behavioural insights and translate them into tools for
transformative and accountable development programmes.
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