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The prognosis for U.S. health care

The health care system in the United States can provide technologically advanced treatments, but it still 
struggles to cover the basics. An expert outlines how to ensure more citizens access to high-quality health 
care. 

Health care in the United States is a major industry that touches everyone. But it is also a troubled one, with costs accounting for 16 percent 
of the nation’s gross domestic product, according to the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. 

Costs of health care doubled between 1993 and 2004, recently increasing faster than either inflation or incomes. At the same time, 
according to the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, measurements of the quality of care show little improvement from year to 
year. In addition, other studies detail sometimes alarming disparities in care, a growing population of uninsured citizens, and a shrinking 
percentage of employers providing health coverage to U.S. workers. 

To discuss the present and future state of health care, economist Paul Ginsburg talked with TRIAL Associate Editor Valerie Jablow. 
Ginsburg is the president of the nonpartisan Center for Studying Health System Change, in Washington, D.C. By conducting studies of the 
health care system, Ginsburg and the center’s researchers identify trends to help policy-makers understand health system change and to 
support them in their decision-making. 

TRIAL: What do you consider the most important trends in U.S. health care over the last 5 or 10 years, and 
how have they affected access to, and quality of, health care? 

Ginsburg: One of the most important trends has been the retreat from restrictive models of managed care. This occurred at a time of a 
booming economy, tight labor markets, and high profitability for many employers. Employers told health plans that they wanted less 
restrictive managed care products, which meant employees enjoyed broader provider networks, reduced authorization requirements, and 
greater freedom to consult specialists without seeing a primary care physician first. 

But this led to rising health care costs and then to so-called consumer- driven health care, where consumers are given financial incentives to 
use less care or to choose some providers over others. 

TRIAL: What would those financial incentives be?

Ginsburg: For instance, a plan might require the consumer to pay a large annual deductible—say, $1,000—toward his or her health care 
costs before insurance benefits start coming. 

TRIAL: Wouldn’t consumers with a large deductible be less likely to go to a doctor?

Ginsburg: Absolutely. And this trend raises a number of questions: Are consumers making good decisions? Are they cutting back on the 
care that is most elective? Or are they making bad decisions and cutting back on care that they really should get? 

We certainly don’t know the answers. There have been a few studies on prescription drug use, and they’re not very encouraging. 
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