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The Declaration of Alma-Ata of 1978 con-
firmed primary health care as essential for the 
achievement of the goal of health for all.1 The 
declaration marked a paradigm shift in the 
global approach to health through focusing 
primary health care on the needs of commu-
nities and on tackling health inequities.2 To 
build resilient national health systems based 
on renewed and strengthened primary health 
care, information systems for health need 
improvement and the use of technologies such 
as telemedicine need expanding in pursuit of 
the digital transformation of the health sector.3

The coronavirus disease 2019 (CO-
VID-19) pandemic has acted as a catalyst and 
accelerator for the use of information and com-
munication technologies in the health sector, 
highlighting the need for the digital transfor-
mation of this sector. Digital transformation 
emerges as an opportunity to strengthen and 
transform health-care models, empowering 
users within a renewed primary health care 
model. Moreover, addressing issues related 
to both noncommunicable diseases and com-
municable diseases, including endemic and 
epidemic conditions, is imperative. Doing so 
requires the establishment of resilient health 
systems that respond effectively to outbreaks 
and pandemics and address the challenges 
posed by diseases, along with the essential as-
pects of prevention such as immunization and 
maternal and child health. Mental health, often 
overlooked, is also key to overall well-being 
and should be included in the health services 
supported by digital transformation.

By strengthening information systems for 
health4 and implementing cyber-secure, ethical 
and interoperable digital solutions,5 govern-
ments can improve the quality of, and access to, 
health services. This approach also empowers 
patients and providers, facilitating continuity 
of care. Additionally, digital transformation 
offers opportunities to enhance self-care, 
promote health and well-being, improve mul-

tidisciplinary collaboration among health-care 
professionals and address inequities in access to 
health. A comprehensive digital transformation 
has the potential to improve health outcomes 
for all, allowing for a healthier population and 
more sustainable future.6–8

The digital transformation in the health 
sector is not only about how to use informa-
tion and communication technologies as 
supporting tools, or about technological 
modernization alone. Digital transformation 
is a cultural change that must consider new 
health-care models, process reengineering, 
systems reorganization, and a deeper un-
derstanding of people’s behaviour and digital 
skills. Likewise, such transformation requires 
a new multisectoral and interdisciplinary ap-
proach in the development and implementa-
tion of public policies, regulatory frameworks 
and national digital literacy programmes.

The power of digital transformation 
has emerged as an innovative and hopeful 
opportunity to strengthen primary health 
care. Leveraging technology can support 
the provision of accessible, efficient and 
equitable health-care services for all. Digital 
transformation marks a new era in primary 
health care that empowers patients and com-
munities through better access to care and 
information; reduces waiting lists and costs; 
enables health services to reach the most 
vulnerable populations; supports collabora-
tive interprofessional practice; and facilitates 
access to health or the community in general.9

To move forward, policy-makers 
need to embrace digital transformation. 
Accelerating the implementation of strong 
primary health care means rethinking and 
taking advantage of a digitally interde-
pendent and interconnected society.10 To 
do so, governments need to modernize or 
reformulate public policies, strategies and 
action plans that optimize the organization 
of health services; leverage the power of 

telehealth (which includes telemedicine and 
tele-education in health) within integrated 
health services networks; increase digital 
literacy of the health workforce, providers 
and patients; and advance in the adoption 
of new concepts such as connectivity and 
bandwidth as new determinants of health. 
Greater investment will be required in the 
co-creation of digital public goods that al-
low universal access to electronic medical 
records, as well as cross-border interoper-
ability processes; digital literacy from early 
years of schooling; and the development 
and adoption of regulatory frameworks 
on the use of open artificial intelligence 
algorithms, among others.11,12 To reach these 
goals, greater advocacy, positioning and 
leadership of the health sector is needed 
within the framework of digital transforma-
tion of governments' initiatives.

The digital transformation of the health 
sector, particularly in primary health care, 
requires a human rights approach that en-
sures universal access to health and universal 
health coverage. Addressing the prevalent 
digital divide is essential, giving attention 
to vulnerable populations and considering 
principles of gender, equity and ethnicity. 
Health equity encompasses providing equal 
opportunities to all individuals, while striv-
ing to eliminate discriminatory barriers in 
health care. By embracing digital solutions 
with a focus on inclusivity, ethics and cyber-
security, the global health community and 
governments can revolutionize healthcare 
models, empower patients and providers, 
and create resilient health systems capable of 
effectively preventing and tackling diseases 
and promoting well-being for all. ■
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