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SCI:ENCE

The Topsy-turvy World of Health-Care Delivery
In a recent speech Senator J. Glenn Beall, Jr. (R-Md.), called for
the establishment of a National Institute of Health-Care Delivery.: In
so doing, he has foctused attention on a national problem of broad scale
and transcendent urgency.
Over the years the American people have prided themselves on being
the best clothed, best fed, best housed, best educated, and healthiest
people in the world. But recent health statistics give cauise for concern.
Across the board, we are not the healthiest people in the world, in spite
of a number of impressive facts. The nation has spent some $20 billion
on biomedical research since the late 1940's. We now have more physicians and hospitals than ever before. And ctlrrently we spend for health
services more-and the rate of expendituLre is escalating more rapidlythin we have ever done before. In the last decade alone, physicians' fees
have risen twice as rapidly and hospital charges four times as fast as
other items in the Consumer Price Index.
The situation is a complex one. Certainly, the balance among the
diseases has shifted toward the degenerative disorders. But, in addition,
there are striking geographic variations in the availability of health
resoturces. There are marked differences in availability for urban and
rural poptulations and for the poor and the more affluent. Most insuLrance
coverage is inadequate in that it excludes outpatient and preventive
services and only partially accommodates catastrophic incidents. And,
generally, resources, particularly those for unusual treatment, are poorly
utilized everywhere. (If, for example, the utilization of health-care resources were improved by only 10 percent, the saving would be $5
billion. But, with a high proportion of third-party payments, there is
little incentive for efficiency. Instead, the trend is to use the higher-cost
facilities and services and to make as many of these available as

possible.)
The essential ingredients of the Beall proposal merit serious examination. By 1970, health-care delivery had become the nation's second
largest industry. But last year only $18 million was spent on research
in this area. No other industry can make such a claim. The National
Institutes of Health are charged with the technical aspects of prevention
and treatment. The Health Services and Mental Health Administration
is concerned with health-care delivery, but it has other responsibilities
as well. A major tour de force is needed now-an administrative mandate backed by appropriate funding-to dramatize the importance of
rational organization and planning of services, even though such action
would add yet another agency to the welter already existing in the health
field. Future legislation would do well to direct its sole attention to the
social sciences, both basic and applied, which underlie effective organization and management. Furthermore, the importance of testing and
evaluation should receive significant consideration. Already, a number
of alternative systems-for instance, group practice, private prepaid
care, a variety of community health-care schemes, and health maintenance organizations-are in variotls stages of design and development,
and a nation with an established scientific tradition must certainly recognize the importance of pilot projects.
If the magnificent benefits of American medical research are meant
for all of our people, then an effective science of health-care delivery
is as important as the medical research itself.-WILLIAM BEVAN
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