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Greetings Dr. Metz:

I listened with interest to your commentary on "To The Point This Morning." I was particularly intrigued by your claim that the health system in every country achieves better outcomes at lower costs than the system in the US.

Is this based on studies that directly compare the costs and clinical efficacy of treating equally sick people with specific diseases? E.g. international comparisons of clinical efficacy. If so - please share them here on your site. If it is not based on studies that directly compare how effectively doctors and hospitals treat patients, then please share the data that you have based these claims upon. 
Life expectancy and infant mortality statistics, while commonly cited in support of such claims, are confounded by real factors (murders, accidents, risk-factor prevalence, etc) and registration artifacts (vastly different standard for determining what constitutes a live birth and recording it as such) that vary dramatically from one country to the next. Consequently - they are very unreliable indicators of clinical efficacy. 

If either constitutes the basis for your critiques of health system performance in the US, I hope that you will, at a minimum - acquaint yourself with the literature that outlines their limitations for this purpose. 

Best Regards,   
XXXXX
Dear XXXXX,

Thank you for listening critically to the NPR broadcast, “To the Point,” on October 3rd and specifically to my comments. I will do my best to respond.

Data demonstrating our public health ranks near or at the bottom of industrialized countries come from multiple sources. They all concur regarding our dismal results. The sources (and links I found most useful) are listed below [1-6].

Correcting our health care statistics for smoking, obesity, traffic fatalities, race, and homicides makes no perceptible difference in our relative ranking [7].

Some of the criteria stand on their own without requiring correction for equally sick patients with comparable diseases. These include maternal mortality, foot amputations per 100,000 diabetics, and lives lost to treatable diseases. 

The clinical efficacy aspect to which you refer compares clinical outcomes for patients receiving treatment. This presumes citizens receive treatment. This is mostly true in other industrialized nations but unfortunately not in the US. A participant on the broadcast, Dr. Schoen, is co-author on one article documenting compromised access to health care in the US [8,9].

Compromised access, not provider ineptitude, is the principal factor responsible for our poor health [10,11]. Once Americans get through the door of a hospital or physician’s office, their care compares well to other countries. Unfortunately only relatively wealthy Americans have sufficient money to get through those doors. The 44% of Americans who do not receive health care in a timely manner or, in some cases, at all, make our overall statistics poor [9].
Some statistics show longer survival rates in the US for certain kinds of cancer. These conflict with other statistics, confounding the claim [12]. Additionally, similar mortality rates for these cancers suggest differences (if any) are attributable to earlier diagnosis rather than longer life expectancy [13,14].

You are correct that differences in the definition of “live birth” affects statistics on infant mortality and life expectancy at birth. Here is a statement from the OECD (italics in the original):

 “Some of the international variation in infant mortality rates is due to variations in registering practices of premature infants (whether they are reported as live births or not). In the United States, Canada and the Nordic countries, very premature babies (with relatively low odds of survival) are registered as live births, which increases mortality rates compared with other countries that do not register them as live births.” [15]
Correcting for this different definition does not improve our rank. “The United States has … the highest infant mortality rate among the eight countries that report this metric similarly.” (Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Japan, Norway, Sweden, and the United States [16,17]).
This is presented in a graph with data from the CIA [17]:
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Some contend American neonatologists make humanitarian (and usually futile) efforts to save premature or underweight neonates, efforts not made in other countries. If so, we expect a lower life expectancy at birth than these other countries. This is true. However, after these desperately ill neonates die young, we expect a rise in comparative life expectancy at ages five years and above. We do not see this. The relative life expectancy ranking of the US compared to other countries does not change at any age (until age 65, suggesting an effect of Medicare on health care access). 

This is presented in graph form below [18]:


[image: image2.emf]US life expectancy, rank vs. other WHO nations

Sources: WHO, World Bank, UNESCO, CIA, individual country databases

from 2008 (www.worldlifeexpectancy.com)


You are not alone in suggesting our health care must be better than statistics indicate. Many Congressional leaders make similar statements [19-26]. As these members of Congress are in the top 10% income bracket, it is unlikely they encounter the access failures plaguing Americans in lower income brackets. They also have political agendas served by publicizing their unsubstantiated beliefs.
If you have additional studies that should be included, as your last paragraph suggests, please share the citations and I will include them in future discussions.
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