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By Jack Persico, Editor-in-Chief

The Year of Living
Dangerously

T
he new year, barely underway, already looks to be a
tumultuous one for health care. After feeling the pinch
from a five percent cut in Medicare reimbursements,
physicians were given a reprieve this month by
Congress, even though services had already been per-

formed and billed at the new, lower rate. CMS and other insur-
ers—not exactly known for expediency or efficiency—will now
have to go through the messy business of adjusting the reimbursements for January
claims to reflect the new (actually, old) rate. Of course, the pay cut is again slated
to take effect next year unless similar measures can forestall it. 

Confused yet? It gets worse. Many patients are frustrated with the new
Medicare drug plan. Some politicians are already calling for an overhaul of the
brand-new program, and are using the imbroglio to score points with the elec-
torate—rightfully so, perhaps. With mid-term elections looming, health care will
become a political hot potato once again. Even President Bush called for malprac-
tice reform “this year.” Will it happen? Is the crisis at the tipping point?

Frankly, I don’t think so. As Steven Leavitt says in his book Freakonomics, if you
want to change the behavior, change the incentives. Attorneys have strong incen-
tives to “game the system” by encouraging frivolous, or at least inflated, malprac-
tice claims. Politicians, many of them lawyers themselves, lack the will (i.e., have
no incentive) to stare down the trial lawyers’ lobby. It’ll take a grass-roots effort by
voters to force the issue, and the public just isn’t angry enough yet. The incentive
for reform isn’t there.

As we discuss in this month’s feature on defensive medicine, cracks in the sys-
tem are beginning to strain the doctor-patient relationship, but it’s almost always
the physician who feel the effects, in the form of pay cuts, denied claims and
restrictive drug formularies. It’s only when the cumulative effect of this degrada-
tion prompts physicians to take the rather dramatic step of moving to a different
(and presumably better) state that patients really feel any impact. Rising patient
copays are irritating but won’t galvanize the public into action.

Speaking from my own experience as a health care consumer, I can’t help but
wonder if patients are partially to blame. Maybe, as Cassius said, the fault lies not
in our stars but in ourselves. If health care services were truly bought and sold in
a free market, patients would be more parsimonious about what they choose to
have done. For instance, last year I had a preauricular sinus removed from my ear,
mostly because of its cosmetic effect rather than any medical necessity. I’m sure the
bill for a few hours in an ASC with a surgeon, anesthesiologist and nurse was sub-
stantial. But Aetna covered it, so I went for it. 

Patients initiate the health care delivery cycle, and too many routine office vis-
its and expensive but avoidable procedures waste valuable resources and contribute
to the overall problem. Until the public recognizes the power it wields for both
good and ill, complacency and political inertia will preserve the current system.
Until then, this year’s debate about health care reform will most likely be, as
Macbeth said, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. PN

                                                                                            


