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In July 2023, primary health care experts from more than 20 countries, the World Health Organization
(WHO), and most agencies within the US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) met at the
National Academy of Sciences in Washington, DC, to catalyze action toward revitalizing primary care in the
United States align efforts to advance primary health care worldwide, and improve health and security for
all.1 This meeting was informed by the NASEM’s critical primary care report, which highlighted the need for
federal leadership to strengthen primary care services in the United States, especially for underserved pop-
ulations, and to inform primary care systems around the world. To that end, this meeting was designed to
explore the challenges and opportunities of investing in primary health care as a common good and critical
for health security and resilience across the globe.2 In this issue, you will find {number} special communi-
cations from this conference that highlight the need to evolve from primary care to primary health care, the
importance of primary care and public health collaboration, and the necessity for ongoing external scien-
tific expertise to inform US federal government coordination efforts.
Despite the clear consensus among global stakeholders regarding the importance of Primary Health Care
to health equity, behavioral health, health security, and pandemic resilience, a year later the anticipated
HHS Action Plan to guide implementation of the NASEM primary care recommendations has yet to be
launched. While some agencies are moving ahead with initiatives and programs within their purview, the
lack of a Primary Care Action Plan remains a missed opportunity to coalesce politically powerful stakehold-
ers around a united and much-needed vision for a US health system centered on Primary Health Care, par-
ticularly in light of our challenges in responding to COVID-19. ( J Am Board Fam Med 2024;37:S21–S25.)
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The Health of the Population
Unprecedented declines in US life expectancy pre-
ceded the COVID-19 pandemic with widening gaps

in many health outcomes based on socioeconomic
status, education, race and ethnicity differences. In
theUS, these declines involve a complex interplay of
factors driven initially by the opioid epidemic and
increasing rates of chronic illness and accelerated by
the COVID-19 pandemic.While peer countries saw
life expectancy rebound after the arrival of COVID-
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19 vaccines, the US has not. After a century of
increasing life expectancy, this notable shift has trig-
gered alarms among US Policy makers and public
health officials. It has led to calls for health policy
interventions that address both underlying sources
of the decline and health care system reforms capable
of restoring population health and longevity. What
lessons have we collectively learned about the impor-
tance of Primary Health Care in resilience and
health security as a result of the COVID-19 pan-
demic? How can Primary Health Care stakeholders
collaborate to support an expanded role for US fed-
eral leadership in this space?

The Role of Primary Care
In May 2021, the National Academies for Science,
Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM) released a
groundbreaking report, entitled, Implementing High
Quality Primary Care: Rebuilding the Foundation of
Health Care. This report had 3 central tasks: 1)
examine the current state of primary care in the
US, 2) develop an implementation plan, and 3)
inform primary care systems around the world. The
NASEM described in detail the current state of pri-
mary care in the US, and then set 5 implementation
objectives to achieve high-quality primary care
available (Fig. 1).

The NASEM primary care report has proven in-
fluential. Shortly after the report’s release, the

Assistant Secretary for Health at US Department of
Health and Human Services’ (HHS) launched the
Initiative to Strengthen Primary Health Care, in
collaboration with the Department of Veterans
Affairs (VA) and the Department of Agriculture.
The HHS initiative created a unique window of op-
portunity for fostering and uniting strategic coordi-
nation across federal agencies and fulfilling the
NASEM committee’s third goal of Primary Health
Care collaboration across the globe. Accordingly, a
2-day international conference was planned, featur-
ing prominent Primary Health Care leaders from
high-income and low- and middle-income coun-
tries, who shared their innovative approaches and
challenges in implementing Primary Health Care
since the 2018 Declaration of Astana. The aim of
this conference was to catalyze action toward
revitalizing primary care in the US, align efforts
to advance primary health care worldwide, and
improve health and health security for all.1

The Primary Health Care Intervention
Conference
Table 1 shows keynote speakers for the conference,
and Table 2 reports high-level themes from the
conference.

Given theNASEMreport’sfirst objective focused
on payment for primary care, the conference open-
ing plenary featured leadership from the Center for

Figure 1. Five objectives from Implementing High Quality Primary Care, National Academies of Sciences,

Engineering, and Medicine.
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Medicare and Medicaid Innovation (CMMI), high-
lighting its commitment to the HHS’ efforts by
embracing PrimaryHealth Care as a key strategy for
improving health equity with new primary care pay-
ment demonstrations.3 Dr. Liz Fowler described
CMMI’s vision for elevating primary care and health
equity through 2 new payment models, the Making
Care Primary and States Advancing All-Payer
Health Equity Approaches and Development
(AHEAD).These new paymentmodels build on past
success, move toward prospective population-based
primary care payment, and specifically mentioned
using theNASEMreport as a blueprint.4,5

The conference featured the HHS Roadmap
for Behavioral Health Integration and the related
behavioral health coordinating council that
include the integration of behavioral health into
primary care as a key priority – also recom-
mended in the NASEM report, under objective
2, expanding access to care.6 The behavioral
health roadmap and coordinating council are
precisely the management and accountability

mechanisms that NASEM had proposed for pri-
mary health care and remain the model for actu-
alizing its recommendations.

The Assistant Secretary of Health (OASH),
Admiral Rachel Levine, provided an inspiring con-
ference keynote, emphasizing that PHC is a common
good and serves a foundational role in addressing
national health priorities, including mental health
and substance use, the maternal health crisis, and
health inequities, among others.7 OASH worked
across HHS departments to create a primary care
coordinating strategy and a newly established
NASEM Steering Committee on Primary Care, an
advisory body composed of national experts in PC
delivery, policy, and research, was established to
support it.8 The details of the Standing Committee
and how it can support HHS’ efforts are described
in the accompanying article by Marc Meisnere.9

Meisnere emphasizes both the critical role that a
federal coordinating body can serve to improve pri-
mary care in the US, and the equally important
need to enable external experts in primary care

Table 1. Keynote Speakers, Affiliations, and Key Contributions

Speaker Affiliation Key Contributions

Dr. Liz Fowler Center for Medicare and Medicaid Innovation
(CMMI)

Reviewed introduction of 2 new Primary Health
Care payment models aimed at enhancing
health equity.

Admiral Rachel Levine Assistant Secretary of Health (OASH) Stressed PHC as a foundational element in
addressing major health priorities for U.S.
HHS.

Tedros Ghebreyesus World Health Organization (WHO) Highlighted the global need for strong PHC to
improve health equity and security.

Dr. Atul Gawande USAID Reviewed the new Primary Impact Initiative to
strengthen PHC in focus countries.

Dr. Jarbas Barbosa Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) Emphasized the role of PHC in pandemic
preparedness and response.

Table 2. Cross Cutting Themes, Implications & Recommended Actions

Themes Implication Recommended Action

PHC as a Lever for Health Equity PHC is critical to addressing disparities and
improving health outcomes.

Implement policies that prioritize PHC
funding and support.

Integration of Public Health and
PHC

Combining public health strategies with
PHC can enhance pandemic
preparedness and overall health security.

Encourage collaboration between primary
care providers and public health agencies.

Global Leadership and
Collaboration

The U.S. has the potential to lead global
efforts in strengthening PHC.

Foster international partnerships and
knowledge exchange on effective PHC
strategies.

Innovative Payment Models New funding models can incentivize quality
and accessibility in PHC.

Scale and adapt successful payment models
that promote equity and access.

Mental Health Integration Integrating mental health services into
PHC can address critical care gaps.

Develop guidelines and support for mental
health services within PHC settings.
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policy, research, and clinical care to provide input
on urgent issues as primary care policy evolves.

Tedros Ghebreyesus, Director-General of the
World Health Organization, provided a short key-
note via video, with a message about the urgent need
to focus policy maker attention on the importance of
securing primary health care as part of health secu-
rity. Despite impressive progress in strengthening
primary health care in many countries, the global
struggle to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic
underscores the critical need to include primary
health care in populations health strategies, to better
partner with public health, to promote global
health security, and to improve health equity. The
COVID-19 pandemic was a stress test for the global
health care delivery systems that revealedmany criti-
cal weaknesses which, if left unresolved, will ulti-
mately lead to catastrophic consequences.

Dr. Atul Gawande sharedUSAID’s vision for pri-
mary health care, describing the new Primary
Impact Initiative that builds on USAID’s longstand-
ing commitment to strengthen PrimaryHealth Care
in low- and middle-income countries.10 This effort
builds more intentional linkages across USAID’s
current global health programs and initiatives to
renew and further strengthenUSAID’s commitment
to Primary Health Care in the 7 focus countries. To
ensure progress toward meeting the anticipated
goals, USAID and HHS are developing dashboards
to track progress on key Primary Health Care func-
tions and population health outcomes. The HHS
dashboard is responsive to the recommendations of
the NASEM report and builds on a national score-
card developed by theMilbankMemorial Fund.11

The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO)
Director, Dr. Jarbas Barbosa emphasized the impor-
tance of preparedness of PHC in addressing and
recovering from pandemics, and the need to
strengthen it. Dr. Tom Freiden, President and Chief
ExecutiveOfficer at Resolve to Save Lives and former
head of the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention, spoke to the need for better collaboration
between primary care and public health. Specifically,
Dr. Frieden spoke to theUnited State’s continued lag
in population health, falling behind countries like
Costa Rica, and the need for “robust” primary health
care to turn it around. Professor Michael Kidd, who
led Australia’s exemplary response to the COVID-
19 pandemic, emphasized that a Primary Health
Care–led public health response is the reason that
their experience was far less tragic than that of

most developed countries. Dr. Howard Haft and
colleagues’ conference article on Primary Care-
Public Health Integration builds on this confer-
ence topic.12 They identify the most critical areas
for investment in health care delivery systems: the
integration of primary care and public health.
They show how failing to strengthen these critical
supporting elements can and will lead to cascading
failures throughout the health care delivery
system.

The July Primary Health Care conference was
unique in its expansive focus on primary health care
(not limiting itself to primary care) and public health,
as well as its emphasis on bothUS and global examples
of progress and promise. The accompanying article by
Dr. Asaf Bitton and Dr. Bruce Finke underscores the
imperative to evolve from primary care to primary
health care approaches, andoffers an encouraging per-
spective on steady US progress to date in 6 related
areas of Primary Health Care.13 Notably, the confer-
ence was rich with related examples and engagement
about Primary Health Care solutions that improve
health equity, mental health, pandemic response and
preparedness, and public health.

This conference helped set the stage for increased
collaboration across US agencies and global Primary
HealthCare stakeholders. The Initiative to Strengthen
Primary Health Care, led by OASH, was important
context for this conference. OASH brought together
agency leads fromHHS agencies to develop a Primary
CareActionPlan thatwas anticipated to serve as a road-
map for the evolution from primary care to primary
health care in the US The OASH work served as a
backdrop for the conference, with hopes that ideas and
collaborations from the conference could help inform
HHSefforts.

To engender the political support necessary to
shift from the current narrow view of primary care to
amore expansive and inclusive vision, theUSneeds a
roadmap like the one HHS published for behavioral
health. HHS published an Issue Brief to highlight
current progress made toward the NASEM recom-
mendations, including the HHS Primary Health
Care Dashboard, but it missed the opportunity to
use the painful lessons of the US COVID-19
response as a rallying cry for action across a broad
and diverse set of health stakeholders.14,15 As the
recent Change Health care cybersecurity crisis16

again demonstrates, the imperative for a clear plan
and call to action to strengthen the disjointed health
care delivery ecosystem is needed now more than
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ever. Beginning with a strong foundation of primary
health care is arguably the best place to start.

We invite you to review a fuller reporting of the
conference content on the website and hope that
the conference articles published in this issue offer
deeper insights about the opportunity address our
nation’s most important health problems by
strengthening the foundation of primary health
care in the US.1

To see this article online, please go to: http://jabfm.org/content/
37/S1/S21.full.
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