a"\\le 666 4 e a\{S B
o2
o™ oo Ye
o 3‘5 ‘a(o Med‘ca o ppjtajs l \\,
?\ ‘ ! duCe E Uggj”]
f mammogran L\ I?:Ors
c s cO=

5o

Cr, - )

IO"S P’“m:;n } Cay, > I \5\56('”,2 I «nb‘a Resum‘-‘““’
lg € -~ anefie

NMittee Lrs, : J pa e \‘\Cx‘

ics Rules ‘rn' el

2 s 30; )4/’761‘/ can '
a Chronic e #é’a/ f/I cal‘e 4 (’b%ge\e'b‘e

H!acebos e\@ o

Jea]tb P ef Do Scr eemn‘g Tests Save Monhe\";
dicaré oA .Dmg Orm B
ve fits geg\n I ,

gy (/ ¢
Vikeai
Ben® "

swWine Flu Spreads Across US PaSS

- -

Douglas B. Kamerow, MD



Dissecting American Health Care

Commentaries on
Health, Policy, and Politics

Douglas B. Kamerow, MD

RTI Press RTI1

NNNNNNNNNNNNN



©2011 Research Triangle Institute.
RTl International is a trade name of Research
Triangle Institute.

All rights reserved. Essays previously published
in BMJ are ©2007-2011 BMJ Publishing Group
Ltd. and are reproduced with permission.
Please note that this document is copyrighted
and credit must be provided to the author and
source of the document when you quote from
it. You must not sell the document or make a
profit from reproducing it.

Library of Congress Control Number:
2011936221
ISBN 978-1-934831-06-9

RTI Press publication No. BK-0008-1109
doi:10.3768/rtipress.2011.bk.0008.1109
www.rti.org/rtipress.

The RTI Press mission is to disseminate
information about RTI research, analytic tools,
and technical expertise to a national and
international audience. RTI Press publications
are peer-reviewed by at least two independent
substantive experts and one or more Press
editors.

RTI International is an independent, nonprofit
research organization dedicated to improving
the human condition by turning knowledge
into practice. RTI offers innovative research
and technical services to governments and
businesses worldwide in the areas of health
and pharmaceuticals, education and training,
surveys and statistics, advanced technology,
international development, economic and
social policy, energy and the environment, and
laboratory testing and chemistry services.

This publication is part of the RTI Press Book series.

RTl International
3040 Cornwallis Road, PO Box 12194, Research Triangle Park, NC 27709-2194 USA
rtipress@rti.org
www.rti.org



Contents

Acknowledgments v
Introduction vii
1. Assessing and Improving Health Care 1
Great health care, guaranteed 3
Retail health clinics—threat or promise? 6
CAM to the rescue 9
Paying for promising but unproven technologies 12
Waiting for the genetic revolution 15
Separating medical truth from fiction 18
Testing errors in the doctor’s office 20
Scientists shed light on festive medical myths 22
Hospitalists—a new kind of doctor 24
2. Preventive Medicine 27
Should we screen for childhood dyslipidemia? 29
Weighing prostate cancer screening recommendations 32
Shouting about shots 34
The good news about the flu 37
Does preventive care save money? 39
Debate over the HIN1 vaccine? There shouldn’t be one 41
Mammograms, poor communication, and politics 43
Is hypertension really a neglected disease? 46
Depressed about depression 49
Screening for early detection of lung cancer 52
AIDS at 30: A chance to treat is a chance to prevent 55
3. Politics, Health, and Health Care 59
Today’s doctors’ dilemma 61
The cancer diagnosis that has gripped America 64
Conflicts in office 67
What the candidates fail to mention 70
A cautionary tale for the presidential candidates 73
What should the surgeon general do? 76
The taxing case of Tom Daschle 79

The papal position on condoms and HIV 82



3. Politics, Health, and Health Care (continued)

The case of the sugar-sweetened beverage tax 85
Smoking or obesity: must we target only one? 88
Guns don't kill crowds, people with semiautomatics do 91
The rise and likely fall of Don Berwick 94
4. Health Care Reform 97
Our perfectly designed health care system 99
How to waste a billion dollars 102
Who will pay and who will say no? 105
The gatekeeper and the wizard, redux 108
All or nothing at all? 110
US health care reform is in the waste can 113
Prevention and the new US health reform act 116
PCORI: odd name, important job, potential trouble 119
5. Personal Stories and Ethical Issues 123
Killing me softly 125
Medicare Part D signup blues 128
Who wrote that article? 130
Aesculapius on a plane 133
Placebo pills for children 136
No gifts, please, we're doctors 139
What | learned from Mom 142
Bibliography 145

About the Author 160



Acknowledgments

Thanks to BM] editors Richard Smith and Fiona Godlee for, respectively,
hiring me and suggesting I do a regular column for the journal, and to my
editor there, Trevor Jackson, for his continuing support and suggestions.
Thanks to NPR’s Ellen Silva for running my commentaries and teaching me
how to write a piece “for the ear”

Thanks to my bosses at RTI, Al Miedema, Wayne Holden, and Jan
Mitchell, for their support of this writing, both moral and financial.
Thanks to the anonymous peer reviewers and to Kathleen Lohr and Karen
Lauterbach at RTT Press for many helpful suggestions.

Thanks most to my wife, Celia Shapiro, the love of my life, and to our
wonderful kids, Anna, Eli, and Simon. Best posse ever.



vii

Introduction

I am a family doctor and preventive medicine specialist. I spent 20 years in
the US Public Health Service working in a range of clinical, research, and
policy positions, and then 10 years working at RTI International (formerly
Research Triangle Institute) focusing on health services evaluations and
health policy research. I also teach medical students and family medicine
residents at Georgetown University.

Starting in 2007, I began to write short commentaries on health care and
health policy for both the international medical journal BMJ (formerly the
British Medical Journal) and the US radio and web network NPR (formerly
National Public Radio—are we starting to see a trend to abbreviated names
here?). Since then I have been producing an average of about 10 pieces a
year. My goal in writing them has been to provide readers and listeners
with thoughts and opinions on health-related issues, informed by evidence
and experience. I also aimed to be interesting, provocative, and even
entertaining.

The topics of the 47 essays included in this book are sometimes serious
and sometimes lighthearted. They range from AIDS to screening tests
for cancer to whether hair and nails grow after death. Not surprisingly, I
have tended to write on subjects I know a bit about, hence an emphasis
on primary care and preventive medicine. That has not stopped me from
commenting on other areas, however, and so there are essays on ethics,
genetics, and religion. In all cases I tried hard get my facts straight before the
pontifications began. (Speaking of pontifications, there is a piece about the
pope as well.)

Because of the word limits necessary to fit onto a single medical journal
page or into a typical 3-minute radio commentary, these are very short
pieces. Whether this constraint has led to clear, concise writing that gets to
the point quickly, or to superficial generalizations that only skim the surface
of a topic, I leave to the reader’s judgment.

The only thing these commentaries have in common is that they are
all related to health or health care in some way. In retrospect, most were
written in reaction to political events—an election or health reform—or
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policy pronouncements, such as a new screening test recommendation or
an Institute of Medicine report. As I compiled them for this book I thought
they fell fairly logically into five broad topic areas:

These last few years have been a boom time for evidence-based medicine,
health care quality measurement, and quality improvement strategies. Essays
in Section 1 focus on what works and what does not work in health care and
how we can tell them apart.

Almost everyone thinks (wrongly) that virtually any kind of preventive
medicine will save both lives and money. As a result, the early 21st century
has been full of news and noise about clinical preventive services: screening
tests, immunizations, and behavioral counseling. This is an area that I am
dangerously knowledgeable about, and the second group of essays alternately
praises and debunks trends in preventive care.

The US presidential campaign and election of 2008 fell right in the middle
of this period. It provided delightful candidates and infuriating issues (or
was it infuriating candidates and delightful issues?) to discuss and dissect.
Section 3 focuses on politics and its intersection with health and health care.
In it are profiles of interesting characters and discussions of soapbox issues
like saving both primary care medicine and the surgeon general’s purity.

When we look back on this period at mid-century, US health reform
will no doubt be held up as a signal accomplishment—or failure. The US
nonsystem of health care, with its perverse incentives and outrageous
spending, has increasingly dominated the news in recent years. Section 4 is
about the ups and downs of trying to change the way we deliver and pay for
health care.

Although each of these short essays is an opinion piece, I have tried
to keep myself out of the center of most of them. Sometimes, however,

a personal experience became the backbone of the essay or seemed to
introduce a subject well. These more personal pieces are grouped together
with a few that deal with ethical issues in Section 5 at the end of the book.
Forewarned is forearmed.

Within sections, the commentaries are sequenced chronologically, and
the date originally published or broadcast is included at the top of each.

This allows the reader to put date references such as “in January” or “on
June 1”7 into context. It also reveals occasions when my crystal ball has been
particularly cloudy, as when I gloomily predicted on January 30, 2010, that
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health care reform was doomed, less than 2 months before it passed and was
signed into law. I have left these failed predictions as they were originally
written.

All the essays are also labeled with their original source—NPR or BMJ.
Because those written for the BM] were styled for a medical journal, I have
occasionally added footnotes to them to clarify medical or epidemiologic
terms that might not be obvious to the general reader. Many of the sources
I used in preparing these essays and all of the works I mention in the pieces
themselves can be found in a bibliography at the end of the book.
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