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The world’s premier institute for the meas-
urement and analysis of global health 
problems — which tracks death and ill-

ness worldwide —  will receive US$279 million 
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The 
University of Washington’s Institute for Health 
Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) in Seattle made 
the announcement last week.

The work of the IHME includes studying 
how health problems relate to health care and 
biomedical-research funding. It informs the 
policy decisions of many national governments 
and regional and global organizations, such as 
the World Bank and the US National Institutes 
of Health.

The University of Washington created the 
IHME in 2007 using a $105-million grant from 
the Gates Foundation and $20 million of its own 
money. The cash boost will go towards expand-
ing the institute’s work over the next decade. 
That includes sustaining its core infrastructure, 

as well as launching research on how to forecast 
future health patterns, down to the local level, 
under various scenarios, says health economist 
Christopher Murray, who has headed the IHME 
from the outset.  In addition, the IHME aims 
to expand its tracking of how much is spent on 
what, and where, on health. Despite the trillions 
poured into health care, says Murray, “there’s 
remarkably poor information on where the 
money goes”.

“If you are not measuring health well, then 
you don’t know if the extraordinary $6–7 trillion 
spent annually on health care is working, or if 
we are spending it in the right ways,” he says.

The IHME coordinates the Global Burden 
of Disease (GBD) study, a massive under-
taking to estimate the causes of death and  
illness worldwide, and which many countries 
have used to inform decision-making. The 
first edition of the IHME’s GBD, released in 
2012, involved 488 researchers in 50 coun-
tries. They collaborated to present data from 
1990–2010 analysing 291 diseases and injuries 

and 67 risk factors. The data covered 187 coun-
tries, and took up a special triple issue of The  
Lancet. The latest edition, published in The Lan-
cet last October, involved 1,870 specialists in  
127 countries, and expands the data to 2015.

“IHME is doing clever stuff — I admire 
their science,” says Peter Byass, a global-health  
scientist at Umeå University in Sweden. But he 
cautions that although the IHME focuses on  
analysing and modelling existing data, many 
of those data are inadequate. “There’s a dearth 
of data in poorer countries — Africa is a huge 
hole, and so is quite a bit of Asia,” he says.

Of the roughly 60 million estimated deaths 
worldwide each year, around two-thirds go 
unrecorded. Of the rest, about two-thirds of 
death certificates fail to state the cause of death, 
or get it wrong. Although researchers agree that 
sophisticated estimates are badly needed, many 
also feel that funders need to put more money 
into collecting better data in the first place.

Murray stresses: “It’s not an ‘either/or’ — we 
need both.” ■
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