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Abstract
Enhancing health‑care workforce capacity in primary care settings is critical for delivering quality 
care to individuals with noncommunicable diseases (NCDs). Despite significant resources allocated 
to traditional face‑to‑face training methods, challenges persist in terms of scale, coverage, training 
material standards, and availability of trainers across different domains. Self‑paced learning 
through an accessible platform with evaluation is a feasible option to overcome these challenges. 
Taking advantage of the technology and reach of the OpenWHO platform, the WHO South‑East 
Asia Region developed four SEARO NCD PEN‑HEARTS courses. Content was adapted from 
WHO guidance to low‑  or middle‑income countries context. These courses cover NCD service 
planning, primary health‑care interventions, diabetic foot care, and palliative care. The courses 
target primary health‑care managers tasked with planning, training, implementing, and monitoring 
NCD health services. This is the first set of OpenWHO courses on NCD services for primary 
health‑care launched on October 26, 2023. Courses were rolled out through WHO country 
offices in SEAR. WHO staff in HQ and regions were also informed. SEAnetNCD network which 
includes 10 institutions from eight countries of Southeast Asia, with more than 100 members 
were appraised of the courses through a web‑based meeting. In addition, social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and WhatsApp groups were used extensively. We observed 
a high level of interest and uptake for the courses. Within 100 days, the four courses had 18,250 
enrolments with 12,090 unique users. More than 75% of users were in the 20–39 age group and 
covered diverse areas of work, ranging from health professionals, students, public health experts, 
national health ministries, and United  Nations staff. Over  7,000 certificates have been awarded 
through graded assessments with average scores of 75%. Such courses of short duration focusing 
on specific skills and built with WHO guidance can be a solution to addressing gaps in capacity 
building.
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Introduction
The increasing burden of 
noncommunicable diseases  (NCDs) has 
placed a significant strain on health‑care 
systems in the WHO South‑East Asia 
Region and across the world. Among 
all NCD deaths, 77% are in low‑  and 
middle‑income countries  (LMIC).[1,2] 
Scaling up coverage of evidence‑based 
interventions for NCDs in primary care 
could play a major part in reaching the 
sustainable development goals target to 
reduce premature mortality due to NCDs 
by 2030. Among the building blocks of a 
good health system, human resources are 
a critical component. Increasing the skills 
and competency of the health workforce is 

crucial to deliver quality care for people 
with NCDs in primary care settings.

Challenges
There is an urgent need for extensive 
capacity building in LMIC in NCDs. 
There are available WHO interventions 
and guidance for improving NCDs 
services in primary care settings for 
example  –  the WHO Package of Essential 
NCD Interventions  (WHOPEN) launched 
in 2010 and revised in 2019,[3] and WHO 
HEARTS technical package, launched in 
2018,[4] to strengthen cardiovascular disease 
management in primary health‑care settings. 
Despite significant resource allocation and 
efforts, delivering WHOPEN and HEARTS 
training through conventional methods has 
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been suboptimal. There were no easily accessible courses 
for NCDs relevant to LMICs. Moreover, in the case of 
NCDs, the extensive content to be covered using standard 
training material and the shortage of trainers poses a great 
challenge. Traditional methods of in‑person training have 
numerous constraints including challenges in objectively 
evaluating the effectiveness of these training programs. 
Hence, a more practical alternative way is self‑paced 
learning through a readily accessible online platform that 
includes easy‑to‑follow content and assessments.

A critical gap in NCD capacity building and the availability 
of the OpenWHO platform led to the development 
and dissemination of a series of courses by the WHO 
South‑East Asia Regional Office (SEARO).

Solution
The “OpenWHO” is a freely accessible platform which 
provides self‑paced courses in multiple languages based 
on the WHO guidelines.[5] Developed by the Learning 

and Capacity Development Unit within the WHO Health 
Emergencies Program, evidence‑based learning resources 
are presented in low‑bandwidth adjusted formats that 
can easily be accessed, adapted, and translated in various 
settings. During the COVID‑19 pandemic, the platform 
experienced an exponential increase in the number of 
users, along with a massive increase in the courses, 
which have expanded beyond the scope of emergencies, 
catering to other health challenges, across the three levels 
of the organization. In 2023, the WHO SEARO NCD 
PEN‑HEARTS online course series was developed and 
made available on the Universal Health Coverage channel 
of the OpenWHO platform  [Figure  1]. The courses are 
intended for NCD program managers, primary health‑care 
managers responsible for planning, training, implementing, 
and monitoring, including managers for emergency health 
services. Students and health providers can also benefit 
from these courses; they are also relevant for medical and 
para‑medical students. The courses were developed by 
WHO SEARO NCD staff along with a team consisting of 
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Figure 1: South-East Asia Regional Office noncommunicable disease package of essential NCD-HEARTS courses
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subject matter experts and a technology company. Feedback 
and inputs were obtained from peers and potential users to 
make the courses as relevant as possible to the user. The 
four courses were launched on October 26, 2023. They 
were disseminated through WHO country offices in the 
SEAR region. WHO staff at headquarters and in other 
regions were also briefed. In addition, the SEAnetNCD 
network, comprising 10 institutions from eight Southeast 
Asian countries having over  100 members, were utilized 
to brief the members about the courses through an online 
meeting. Moreover, various social media platforms such as 
Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and WhatsApp groups were 
utilized extensively for communication.

This is a series of four structured and linked courses, 
focusing on adapting WHOPEN and HEARTS packages, 
NCD interventions, diabetic foot care (DFC), and palliative 
care  [Box  1], that will enable the learner to plan and 
deliver NCD services in primary care settings.[1] The 
content for the first two courses was based on the 2019 
WHOPEN[3] and HEARTS[4] technical package. The third 
course was developed using the 2023 revised guidelines 
from the International Working Group on the Diabetic 
Foot.[6] Diabetic foot ulcers are a major problem in the 
region, and diabetes care is incomplete without foot care. 
Besides, there are not many courses available and hence 
there was a felt need for the course on DFC. As of April 
18, 2024, 6117 users have taken the DFC course. The 
fourth course was developed from WHO guidelines[7] and 
in consultation with experts in the field of palliative care. 
Palliative care is essential in NCD services in primary care 
as chronic conditions continue to rise. While many of the 

palliative care courses currently offered by various agencies 
are in‑person and sometimes with a fee and are extensive, 
this free online course on basic palliative care and 
palliative care service delivery will be useful for primary 
care providers. As of 18 April 2024, 3474 users have taken 
the palliative care course.

Outcome
According to the OpenWHO dashboard on the 
February 5, 2024  (100  days from the launch), there 
were 18,250 enrolments in the four courses with 12,090 
unique users. Some users may have taken more than 
one course. The number of users enrolled in Course 
1  (n  =  6332), Course 2  (n  =  4368), Course 3  (n  =  4769), 
and Course 4  (n  =  2781) indicates that all courses were 
subscribed  [Figure  2]. The majority of users belonged 
to the age group  20–29  years  (48%), followed by 
30–39  years  (28%). The professional affiliation of users 
included health professionals  (35%) such as clinicians, 
nurses, midwives, or pharmacists and 28% were 
students  [Figure  3]. Others included public health experts, 
national health ministries, international organizations, UN 
country teams, and WHO staff. Users accessed the courses 
through mobile app as well as desktop web page.

We are using the example of Course 1 as an illustration of 
the spread of users. It is noted that users were spread across 
168 countries with about 25% users from India. All 11 
countries of South‑East Asia Region have adapted elements 
of WHOPEN/HEARTS in their national context and are 
currently in various stages of implementation. A  map 
showing the distribution of users of Course 1 is shown in 

Box 1: Brief description of the courses
Course 1: HEARTS of NCD: An integrated approach to management of NCDs in PHC (https://openwho.org/courses/SEARO-NCD-
management-PHC). It covers the types of NCDs and risk factors, challenges of delivering NCD services in PHC, elements of WHO 
technical packages (PEN and HEARTS), and how to adapt these packages in PHC
Course 2: Interventions for NCDs in PHC (https://openwho.org/courses/SEARO-interventions-NCDs-PHC)
Provides guidance on screening, detection, diagnosis and management of CVD, type‑2 diabetes, chronic respiratory diseases, and early 
diagnosis of cancer in PHC
Course 3: Prevention and management of diabetic foot problems (https://openwho.org/courses/SEARO-diabetic-foot-care): Covers the 
prevention of foot ulcers in persons with diabetes, classification of diabetic foot ulcers, diagnosis and treatment of foot infection in people 
with diabetes, and interventions to enhance healing of foot ulcers in primary care settings. It also outlines the services required for diabetic 
foot care
Course 4: Palliative care‑ Models of service delivery and symptom management (https://openwho.org/courses/SEARO-palliative-care): 
Covers the basic palliative care and palliative care service delivery. The course includes principles of palliative care, patient assessment, 
culturally appropriate communication with the patient, family and caregiver, management of pain and respiratory, gastrointestinal, 
urogenital, and neurologic symptoms and conditions
Structure: The courses are divided into short modules and delivered through textual content, interactive exercises, and videos. Overall, there 
are 21 short videos of 2–3 min duration. Knowledge checks are provided within each module. It is estimated that each course would take 
approximately 2 h to be completed
Assessment: At the end of each course, a graded assessment consisting of 20 questions is to be undertaken. A final assessment is provided 
and participants who score at least 80% on each course are awarded a system generated “Certificate of Achievement” with a validity of 
2 years. If they are not successful, the assessment can be taken again; any number of attempts are possible
NCDs: Noncommunicable diseases, WHO: World Health Organization, PEN: Package of essential noncommunicable, 
CVD: Cardiovascular disease, PHC: Primary health care, SEARO: South‑East Asia Region

https://openwho.org/courses/SEARO-NCD-management-PHC
https://openwho.org/courses/SEARO-NCD-management-PHC
https://openwho.org/courses/SEARO-interventions-NCDs-PHC
https://openwho.org/courses/SEARO-diabetic-foot-care
https://openwho.org/courses/SEARO-palliative-care
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Figure  4. There were 28% users from AFRO, 23% from 
EMRO, and 22% from SEARO  [Table  1]. A  total of 7239 
certificates have been awarded for the four courses. Self‑test 
performance was more than 75% in all courses indicating 
that the participants were able to learn adequately. The rapid 
uptake indicates the unmet need in this area. The courses 
on DFC and palliative care addresses areas frequently not 
covered under NCD training but are essential components 
of NCD services in primary health care.

There are some challenges that must be acknowledged. 
While the course content has been carefully constructed to 
enhance learners’ knowledge and impart vital skills through 
demonstration videos and clear explanations, it may not fully 
cover the practical “skills” needed for NCD service delivery 
in some areas. This will require in‑person interaction and 
training, especially for delivering clinical services. A blended 

learning method, wherever feasible, can further enhance 
practical skills and competencies. This would entail utilizing 
the course as a foundation followed by necessary practical 
sessions to ensure comprehensive skill building. The courses 
are now available only in English and may have to be 
translated into other languages to make them more accessible.

Conclusion
Short courses tailored to specific skills and based on 
WHO recommendations could effectively bridge the 
capacity‑building gap. These four courses can significantly 
enhance NCD program management. There is considerable 
interest in these courses. It is encouraging to see a rapid 
and widespread uptake and successful completion of the 
four courses by health providers from different countries 
and professional backgrounds. It is imperative to expand 
the reach of these courses and to ensure that health‑care 
providers are able to deliver NCD services. An outcome 
evaluation which includes a survey of the users can also 
help further refine the content and approach. The reach to 
many regions of the world can be increased by translating 
these courses into numerous different languages. These can 
be administered as self‑paced online courses or as part of a 
blended learning approach, in combination with in‑person 
training sessions. The traditional manner should continue 
but this should be integrated and scaled up. They can 
also be integrated into medical and paramedical curricula. 
Refresher training will be also required for reinforcement 

Figure  3: Distribution of users of SEARO PEN HEARTS Courses by 
professional affiliation 

Figure 2: Cumulative number of enrolments of WHO South-East Asia Regional Office noncommunicable disease (NCD) package of essential NCD-HEARTS 
courses on the OpenWHO platform. Source: OpenWHO Dashboard

Table 1: Distribution of Course 1 users by WHO Regions
WHO regions Number of Course 1 users n (%)
AFRO 1778 (28.0 )
EMRO 1439 (22.7 ) 
SEARO 1422 (22.4 )
WPRO 629 (9.9 ) 
EURO 609 ((9.6) 
AMRO ‑ PAHO 455((7.1) 
Total 6332 (100) 
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Figure 4: Distribution of Users of Course 1 of WHO South‑East Asia Regional Office. (No. of users for top 10 countries: India ‑ 1394, Kenya ‑ 358, Nigeria ‑ 341, 
Pakistan ‑ 237, USA ‑ 221, Egypt ‑ 183, China ‑ 182, Ethiopia ‑ 174, South Africa ‑ 123)

and strengthening capacity for delivering effective NCD 
services.
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