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Public Health, Researchers, Nudgers
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Voters
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Find the exceptional country!
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Types of health systems

• Public insurance, public doctors – e.g. UK

• Public insurance, private doctors – e.g. Canada

• Private insurance, private doctors – e.g. Switzerland
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Important concepts

• Universal coverage

• Adverse selection

• Preexisting conditions
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Universal coverage – rationales

• Morality
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Single payer is not a principle. The principle is 
universal coverage.

http://democracyjournal.org/magazine/single-payer-is-not-a-principle/

http://democracyjournal.org/magazine/single-payer-is-not-a-principle/


Universal coverage – rationales

• Morality
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Why should selfish US citizens want coverage for everyone, not just themselves?



Universal coverage – rationales

• Morality

• Public health

• Lower costs – ER visits are more expensive than preventive care

• Reduce administrative burden

• Lower premiums – reduce adverse selection
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Adverse selection

• Problem: The only people who buy insurance are the people insurers 
will lose money on.

• Solutions: 
1. Only insure healthy people (medical underwriting)

2. Limit coverage when people get sick.

3. Subsidies

4. Mandates
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Preexisting conditions – the details

• Guaranteed issue - No medical underwriting

• Community rating

• No exclusions for preexisting conditions

• Minimum essential coverage

• Level playing field – all plans covered by the same rules

• Universal coverage
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Proposals heard on the campaign trail

• Republican

• Short term insurance

• Association health plans

• Crossing state lines

• Health reimbursement accounts

• Democratic

• Medicare for all

• Single payer
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9 Democratic plans for universal health care
https://www.vox.com/2018/12/13/18103087/medicare-for-all-explained-single-payer-health-care-sanders-jayapal

Five questions:

1. Do all Americans gain coverage?

2. Do Americans still get coverage at work?

3. Do public plan enrollees pay premiums?

4. Does it require a tax increase?

5. Does the government regulate health 
care prices?
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https://www.vox.com/2018/12/13/18103087/medicare-for-all-explained-single-payer-health-care-sanders-jayapal


What politicians get right

• Republicans
• There are perverse incentives to means-tested programs

• If something is free, people will use more of it

• The tax exemption for employer-provided insurance is a bad idea

• Democrats
• Tragedy of the commons

• Unintended consequences of externalities

17



Minimum essential coverage
https://www.healthcare.gov/coverage/what-marketplace-plans-cover/

• Selected ACA essential benefits in individual/family market
• Emergency

• Maternity

• Drug rehab

• Mental health

• Pediatric dental and vision

• Certain preventive services must be free
• Annual wellness exam

• Birth control

• No annual or lifetime limits
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Bending the cost curve
• Accountable Care Organizations (ACOs)

• Payment policy - bundled payments – pay for performance - capitation

• Price transparency

• Price regulation - all-payer rate setting (Maryland)

• Reduce overtesting, overtreatment, undertesting, undertreatment

• Case management 
5 percent of patients account for nearly half of the nation’s health care spending

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/28/upshot/the-high-price-of-failing-americas-costliest-patients.html

• Best practices – checklists
The Cost Conundrum

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2009/06/01/the-cost-conundrum

• Electronic medical records
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https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/28/upshot/the-high-price-of-failing-americas-costliest-patients.html
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2009/06/01/the-cost-conundrum


Major legislation

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

COBRA

EMTALA

Medicare/Medicaid

Part C

SCHIP

Part D

ACA

SB75
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Obamacare – closely guarded secrets

• Federalist approach – provisions for state waivers

• Includes provisions intended to bend the cost curve

• Has lowered costs compared with where they would have been

• January 28, 2015 - The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) now projects that federal health 
spending — including the costs of health reform’s coverage expansions — will be about $600 
billion less over 2011-2020 than CBO projected in January 2010 without health reform.

https://www.cbpp.org/blog/projected-health-spending-has-fallen-since-2010-even-with-health-reforms-coverage-expansions

• Increased benefits for those on Medicare and employer-provided insurance

• Is gradually closing the Medicare Part D donut hole

• The marketplaces are stable in most of the country

• CBO projections for total reduction in uninsured were accurate
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http://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/cbofiles/attachments/49892-Outlook2015.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/01-26-outlook.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/projected-health-spending-has-fallen-since-2010-even-with-health-reforms-coverage-expansions


The nine lives of Obamacare
• [The ACA has] survived:

• the unexpected election of Sen. Scott Brown, 
• two Supreme Court challenges, 

• the 2012 election, 

• Sen. Ted Cruz’s government shutdown, 
• the Healthcare.gov debacle, 

• the House’s American Health Care Act alternative, 

• the Senate’s Better Care Reconciliation Act alternative, 
• the “skinny repeal” effort, and 

• Graham-Cassidy.

Why?
• Democrats cared so much about health reform that they based their work on a plan Republicans 

came up with in order to give themselves a better chance of success. Republicans care so little 
about health reform that they haven't even bothered to choose one of their own plans to unite 
behind, much less made any painful ideological concessions to clear a path to passage.

https://www.vox.com/2015/1/16/7552657/republican-obamacare-replace-plan

• The secret to Obamacare’s persistence is that the American people want the health care system 
made better — by which they mean they want more people to have affordable health insurance 
— and Obamacare achieves that goal. By contrast, the GOP, at every single turn, has offered plans 
to make the system worse.

https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/9/27/16372942/why-obamacare-survived
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http://healthcare.gov/
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https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/health-insurance/historical-series/hic.html

23

SMC



Reading material

• Single payer is not a principle. The principle is universal coverage.
http://democracyjournal.org/magazine/single-payer-is-not-a-principle/

• Why Public Health Insurance Could Help, Even if You Don’t Want It
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/29/business/economy/public-health-insurance.html

• Is health care a right? It’s a question that divides Americans, including those from my home town.
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/10/02/is-health-care-a-right

• American families are still making important health care decisions based on how much money 
they have in the bank, rather than whether they genuinely need to see a doctor.

http://thehill.com/opinion/healthcare/353360-americans-only-get-health-care-when-theres-money-in-the-bank

• America’s Bitter Pill
https://www.amazon.com/Americas-Bitter-Pill-Politics-Healthcare/dp/0812986687

• The Healing of America
https://www.amazon.com/Healing-America-Global-Better-Cheaper/dp/0143118218
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http://democracyjournal.org/magazine/single-payer-is-not-a-principle/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/29/business/economy/public-health-insurance.html
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/10/02/is-health-care-a-right
http://thehill.com/opinion/healthcare/353360-americans-only-get-health-care-when-theres-money-in-the-bank
https://www.amazon.com/Americas-Bitter-Pill-Politics-Healthcare/dp/0812986687
https://www.amazon.com/Healing-America-Global-Better-Cheaper/dp/0143118218
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Thank you!

Questions?

Bob Sawyer

bobsawyer20@gmail.com


