ESSAY
MY HEALTH POLICY NIGHTMARE
A Cornmentaryby Joseph Whitel

ABSTRACT
Imagine that the Unite; States did not have universal public
education. What would the politics of extending acc€ss to
education look like? It might have a nightmarish cast but also
look rather familiar. Thinking about that yields some disturbing implications about the politics of health reform and, in
particular, the politics of universal coverâgewithin the broader policy discussion about "health reform."
You know how it is. When you are tired and working hard and a
bunch of things are going on at once, sometimesyou reprocessit all in
your dreams,and things get jumbled togetherin strangeways. Usually I do not remember those dreams, but I had one during the 2008
election seasonthat stuck with me - maybe because it was so ftightening, and maybe because it seemed as much like a prophecy as a
dream.
It was curriculum night for my daughter's school, and all the
usual parental anxieties were high. Some of our friends have switched
their children to private schools, even though my community has a
decades-old reputation for superb education, as evidenced by the college destinations ofhigh school graduates. Partly it is because those
friends think private might be better anyway; partly it is because our
system does not score so well on the Ohio Achievement Tests; and
partly it is because,in a desperateeffort to improve those scgres,our
school administrators have directed teachersto begin teaching to ûests,
designing the cruriculum around these tests.
At the same time, I had been preparing talks about the prospects
for health care reform, both for my course and for extracurricular
1 Luxenberg Family Professor of Public Policy, Case Westem Reserve
University. This article was originally ;nepared as a talk for the Case Westem
ReserveUniversityMedical SchoolReunionon October3, 2008 and this articlewas
first submittedon September15,2009.
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events. So, as a good member of the health policy community, I had
been assiduously keeping up with the literature, especially with
Health Afairs.
I fell into a frtful sleep sometime after midnight, and this was my
dream, or nightmare.
I dreamed we did not have universal public education in the
United States. lnstead, our education was financed like healthcare.
There were many schools, some better and some worse. Over the
years, employers had concluded that employees cared greatly about
education for their children, and so most provided educational benefits
for their employees' children. Originally, many had operated their
own schools, but eventually almost all employers instead had begun
providing vouchersfor educationalcosts. So ûost students'education
was paid for by those benefits; but they varied in generosity and, of
course, with employment. Large employers were sometimes able to
get discountedcontractswith networks ofschools, but employers varied in both their networks and how much of the tuition they paid.
Many small employerspaid nothing. I was lucky - my university had
a good plan, and my Abby was going to a good school. But there was
talk ofreducing the benefit.
Other people were not so lucky. Our friends the Greens were only
intermittently employed in Ohio's declining economy. Gina mainly
did substihrte teaching (ironically) for one school corporation, and
Jack could only find steady work doing tax accounting from January
through April. So their daughter Smah was not able to go to school.
She was being homeschooled,as best her mother and father could
manage. Sharon Gray, a single mother we knew, was able to send
Charles and Justin to school becauseOhio had createda special program for poor people, called Educaid. But it only paid a limited
amount. So Sharon had to drive her sons out ofher néighborhood to
the nearestremotely decent school that would acceptthem, and in this
case, that meant thirty-two students per class and not enough text_
books. When Sharon was sick, she would try to find a neighbor to
drive her children to school; if she could not, then her children simplv
had to stay home too.
Educaid was limited becausemost voters were able to take care of
education, most of the time, through their employment. A few could
even pay directly out of pocket. So the voters and their legislators
were only willing to spend tax dollars for the ..truly needy''- and that
did not include Gina and Jack Green, or their Sarah. proposals to
guarantee education to all school children were beaten back by a series of arguments. Parents whose children were getting pretty good
education funded by their employers worried that government education would be as poor as the Educaid system, causing their sons and
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daughters to be much worse off. Others worried about paying more
taxes. Even owners and managers of companies that might beneÏit by
having educationtaken offtheir books worried becausethey disliked
govemment in principle and did not want to make it any stronger.
Naturally, liberals continually dreamed of universal education.
They could point to many studies that demonstrated the negative consequencesof the status quo. Since education was mostly privatized,
nobody had exact figures. But an annual Census Bureau survey, as
well as other data, indicated that, at any given time, perhaps twenty
percent ofthe school-agepopulation was not in school. A large body
of researchshowed that children who were not in school leamed less;
that as a result they had worse job prospectsand life chances. Liberals pointed out that every other advanced industrial democracy had
universal public education, and these countries also hàd better trained
workforces, more equal incomes,and even spent lesgon education, It
tumed out that the United States spent a great deal on education becausenobody was in charge of the system,cost was viewed as a sign
ofquality, €ntrepreneursstartedall sorts ofschools \ilith fancy equipment to try to athact the parents with good education benefits from
their employers,extensive marketing and advertising wars were used
to get those customers,and a seriesof other reasons. Some evidence
showed that, when parents who had been without education benefits
for a while formd new jobs with benefits and were able to enroll their
children in school again, those children required extensive and expensive remedial help. Some advocates for universal education therefore
argued that it would not be quite as expensive as it sounded because
the reduced need for emerg€ncy remedial teaching would result in
savings.
Far more than twenty percent of students, of course, would be ou1
of school for some period during the traditional thirteen years of kindergarten (which some children missed), primary, and secondary education. But somepeople were used to that. It was the norm) Besides,
a lot ofvoters had secure enough lives that it did not happen to theit
children: even during a short spell of unemployment, these parents
could pay the tuition, temporarily, out of pocket. The federal government had passeda law requiring that employers and schools allow
parents in that situation to pay the discountçd tuition negotiated by
that employer for the next eighteen months. This discounted amounl
would be a lot of money but much less than if the parents had to pay
the posted tuition rate. And sometimes- especially if the unemployment oçcurred late in the year and the school administrators did nol
know * the student would finish out the year and the school would gel
stuck with bad debt when the company did not pay the balance. As
for the students who missed a year qr two - well, some of the parents
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did not expect their children to go to a good college anyway, so these
parents did not protest. When parents and their children were
âcceptedto colleges,despitethe disadvantages,the colleges often had
to provide emergency remedial education to make up for the effects of
the previous shortages in the routine primary and secondary education.
I was so scared for Abby in my dream. It seemed so irrational.
My job was safe - I am a tenured full professor at one of the top universities in the country. But what if I died? What then? And what
about Sarah Green, and Charlie and Justin Gray? What about them
and what kind of nightmares might their pments have?
But, in my dream, the Democrats had captured Congress and the
Presidency, and the forces for universal public edrrcation had rallied
again. I had to give a talk about what would happen, since I am a
political scientist, and my university's School of Education was having a big forum in a few weeks.
The new President was campaigning hard for education reform.
ln the election, the Democratic party platform declared, if one thing
came through in the platform hearings, it was that Democrats are united around a commitrnent to provide universal, affordable, K-12 education. In meeting after meeting, people expressedmoral outrage with
an education system that leaves millions of American children unable
to go to school and millions more with their parents struggling desperately to pay the bills. Whether Democrats really were united, however, could be doubted. It appearedthat Democratic legislators from
more conservative and rural districts had their reservations.
The conservative forces were opposed, as they had always been,
for a whole series of reasons. They talked about "big govemment,"
"Washington bureaucrats," and "freedom." They also spread fear.
They said students in the countries with universal public education
often could not get into good colleg€s, or had to wait for textbooks.
They said that some even came to private schools in the United States.
ln the election, they had proposed to eliminate the employer subsidies
for tuition, replace them with a modest tax credit from the federal
govemment, and provide special Home Schooling Accounts (HSAs)
so par€nts could buy private futoring and computer learning programs.
Although the public and commentators appeared to insist that politi
cians try to be "bipartisan," and the President had proposed much
more modest reforms than some of his coalition preferred, the difference in the two parties' views was quite large.
I had to figure that at least eighty percent of Congress would be
committed one way or the other: forty percent would be Republicans
who would vote against almost anything that approached being a
major expansionofpublic support for K-l2 education,and about forty
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percent would be Democrats who would (after a lot of grumbling)
vote for something resembling what their president and paxty leaders
and committee leaders agreed on. That left a bunch of cross-pressured
legislators in the middle. Some would want to do it but be scaredof
the costs. These congressmen cared about education and unequal
opportunities but worried about the federal budget at least as much. A
very small group would be Republicanswho were a bit scaredto deviate from their party and did not like government. ;But they thought
the situation might be getting too bad to bear any longer and this
group had districts that could go either way in the next election. Some
would be Democratswho had large education companiesin their districts and were worried that universal public education would eliminate jobs. Or they had friends in the private education industry whom
they trusted and who gave them many reasons to hesitate. They
would worry about criticisms, from the Republicans or from the private education industry, of a "government takeover'of education" *
how it would have all sorts of confusing rules and eliminate choice of
schools. The people who would benefit were not as organized as the
people who would lose.
And so, I was planning to say as I dreamed, it would come down
legislators'
to what it often doesin politics: a group of cross-pressured
In my dream, and I do not think only in dreams, legislators want to do
good but also want to limit political risks. They will take risks, but
they have to be sure that the policy is worth the risks. So they look to
consultants and trusted advisors to inform them about the political
risks, and they look to expert communities to inform them about the
policy consequences.
That is where the dream, already fitful and frightful, turned into a
real nightmare. For I dreamed that a moderate legislator - say, a conservative Democrat from North Carolina - asked some of her aides to
go through the research literature and tell her what it said.
She knew the vote on healthcare reform could be the most i.mportant vote of her career in Congress, both for policy reasons and for
political risk, and she wanted to get it right. So they went off to the
journals.
Education was such a mess that policymakers sought desperately
for new "solutions" that would not anger powerful interest goups'
and employers sought ideas that would save them ûom choosing
between paying ever-higher costs and infirriating employees by cutting benefits. In response to these twin government and corporate
demands, a large group of researchers called "education seryice
researcherst' had grown up around universities and think tanks. Education service researchers argued that education would be more
affordable if it were organized differently, or if teachers had better
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guidelinesabout how to teach,and had convincedCongressto createa
federal Agency for Education Research and Organization (AERO).
The agency and research commrmity had a flagship joumal, Education
Sertices Research. Some of its content was useful, but often it had
too many equations. Among many other joumals in the field, the
most prominent and widely read among policy elites was Education
Affairs, which called itself the 'Joumal of the education policy
sphere," and just about was. The congresswoman's office even
subscribed so that it could look at the copious Web publications and
keep up to date.
Other govemment agenciesalso conductedresearchon education.
BecauseEducaid was a state/federalpannership aqd the federal government was worried about costs,Congresshad createdan Education
PaymentAdvisory Commission (EdPAC). The CongressionalBudget
Oflice (CBO) did a lot of reports; the Govemment Accountability
Office (GAO) did a lot of reports. With so many reports, it seemed
like it might be more useful to meet with some of the experts, and so
the congresswoman'soffice set up meetings, becausethe congresswoman really wanted to get it right. And this is what she learned,or
at least these were the impressions she took away, from what was in
the joumals and the briefings and the policy community as a whole.
She learned that there was quite good evidence of the damage
done by intermittent education. The conservatives were wrong when
they said that most children learned even if they did not get to school
and that the remedial programs made up any difference. She leamed
that there indeed were big differences in life chances according to
accessto education. She was less sure about the data regarding other
countries. She did not like to concludethat the United Stateswas not
the greatest country in the world, and she knew she could not make
that argument to a lot of her constituents anyway, even if it were true,
because they do not like to hear their country criticized. But she
thought it might be true, so that evidence made her a little more
willing to cast a risky vote, if she had to.
On the whole, the researchliterature about universal K-12 education said universal public education would be a good idea. Yet a lot
of other education policy literature made the congresswoman worry
whether it was worth the risks.
She leamed that many experts believed that what mattered was
not simply what schools did but, logically enough, what students
learned. It tumed out that what students leamed, according to a lot of
research, had more to do with their home lives and their behavior than
with their schooling. There was a whole 'public knowledge" community, and many of these scholars argued that too much attention
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was paid to the "education" model; even to the "education-industrial
complex."
A more liberal version of the "public knowledge" community said
that all sorts ofaspects ofsociety, such as what was on television and
even inequality itself, had big effects on knowledge. For example,
students who started out poor knew they had lesser prospects than
richer kids, and so the poor studentswere fess likely to believe they
could derive a benefrt from education. Therefore, these students were
less likely to apply themselves, whether or not they attended good
schools. The stress of their impoverished lives made it harder to concentrate on schooling anyway, and then corporate America was trying
to dumb them down through television.
A more conservativeversion said that students'learning depended
on the values they learned from parents and churches; that all the
money in the world spent on public education would do little good if
the students did not have betier values from their homes: that the
schools could not teach the behaviors that led to learning; and that, if
children leamed those behaviors from their parents,they could study
at home and advanceeven if they had to miss a year or two of formal
schooling.
These public knowledge axguments,from both left and right, left
our congresswoman worrying that she might vote for a big, expen'sive
public program, get lots of constituents mad at her, and not improve
peoples' life chancesso much after all. She noticed the argumentsof
both the liberals who said that too much was spent on education and
not enough on other public knowledge programs,such as better public
TV, and the conservatives, who said that too much spending through
bureaucracies missed the real problem, which was individual values
and behavior. If either of them was right, maybe universal public
education would not do so much good after all.
The Congresswoman'sstaff also learned about a whole lot of
education servicesresearchthat revealed immense variations in educational practices. Some schools paid teachersmore and some less;
some had nany more hours of class than others; some emphasized
math, some science, and some English. The only evident explanations
ofthese variations involved factors such as how many trained science
teachers taught in the local schools (areas with more science teachers
offered more specializedscienceclasses)or pure local custom. Relatively similar cities in New England, for example, had very different
education practices and different levels of costs - everything except
different levels of young peoples' knowledge as measuredby tests.
Education Affairs t:.ard,
recently anointed the most eminent of the researchersin this line of work as the most influential "education policy
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researcherof the past 25 years." Almost all of the expertsinsisted that
these were very important findings. But what did they mean?
It seemedto mean, in essence,that teachers had no idea what they
were doing and very little evidence that any of it worked. The congresswoman's aides found endless articles discovering that education
practices were barely based on evidence at all; reformers had been
talking about "evidence-based education" for decades and complaining about its absenceforjust as long. A lot ofresearchersargued that,
even if better evidence of education effectiveness could be found, that
was the wrong question. What ought to matter was cost-effectiveness
of education practices, and despite hundreds or thousands of articles
in the journals calling for more cost-effectiveness,there had been
hardly any implementation of such ideas in practicè.
All of this researchand commentary,from the public knowledge
arguments to the cost-effectiveness research, suggestedthat the education system was broken. EdPAC announced that even the government
programs, which seemed in some ways to be working better than the
rest of the system,were horribly flawed and would become unaffordable unless they did a better job of relating resources to results. It
called for "Pay for Performance" ('P4P') in education, and that
sounded promising, until the staff told their boss that EdPACs own
reports showed very little evidence of improvement from the kials
that had occurred. It had been used some in the United Kingdom,
supposedly,but the main effect had beento spenda lot more money.
So our congresswoman became even more worried. If all those
articles in Education Afairs and, elsewhere were to be believed,
spending more money to create universal public education would be
much like tossing money into the ocean. Some experts - there was
one group called the Common Good Fund that had many impressive
reports - insisted both that universal public education was so important that it should come first, and that "P4P" and many other proposals
were very promising. But the congresswomanhad to wonder whether
it might be much more fiscally responsible to get education working
better before spendinglots of scarcefederal dollars, dollars that might
require raising taxes on her constituents,to finance such an inefficient,
irrational system.
But maybe, she thought, her aides were looking in the wrong
places. Or bringing her the wrong experts. The congresswoman was
worried about the budget, so maybe she should focus on the economists'opinions.
She and her aides leamed that economistswere quite divided on
many issues. Yet there seemed wide agreement, even among many
economists she thought of as "liberals," on a surprising premise.
Almost all seemedto agree that one of the major causes of inefficien-
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cy was the fact that employers provided tuition benefits and
nobody paid taxes on thosebenefits. But the employmenttuition benefits were the main thing that made the educaton system function at
all, for most of her constituents. They would be terrified of having it
taken away. Yet some of the most eminent education economists in
the counfy insisted that this linchpin ofthe.existing systemwas fundamentally irrational, unfair, and excessively expensive. They
seemedto agreewith the Republicansthat the whole systemshould be
blown up, and that her own party leadership's proposal was fundamentally misguided. If they were right, she had trvo choices. She
could follow their advice, and vote for a plan that included their kind
of recommendations. But that would scare many of her constituents
to death, and it seemedexceedingly risky as policy too. Of, she could
ignore their advice, and vote for something like her new president was
proposing, which actually mandated that more employers contribute
towards the cost of tuition. Yet how could she, a moderateDemocrat
who worried about fiscal responsibility, vote for a progrâm that so
many economists,including many associatedwith her party, thought
was bad economics?
Ofone thing she was sure: that reform should not add to the federal deficit. She was quite sure of something else as well - that most
of the reform should not be paid for with taxes on her constituents. So
it was important to pay for reform with savings to existing programs,
and by preventing the new coverage from being too expensive. Could
that be done?
She found éndless proposals in the journals and fiom eminent
commissionsto save money from "P4P," educationinformation technology, comparative effectiveness research, and many other things
that sounded nice in principle. But CBO reported that hardly any of
these ideas would save much money, if any, over the next ten years.
When she had her staff look closer, they found that, in fact, the aFJocates for these ideas had not explained how they would worlç nor had
they provided examples of them working, that a responsiblebudget
estimator would believe.
Our congresswoman was conflicted: what was the safe, what was
the ethical, thing to do? Maybe she would just have to swallow hard
and make a "tough choiÇe." Her staff told her that many education
ethicists agreed, and the "tough choice" should be to accept that some
children were too dumb or disadvantaged to be educated. Government should not spend a lot of extra money on hopeless cases. Her
staff also told her that the Republicanswere raising anger in her district by claiming that education reform would mean the government
would "ration" education. It occurred to her that there might be a
connection between the expert commentaxy and the political charge.
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Then I woke up.
By the time this is published, I supposewe will all have woken
up. We will know how most legislatorswho resemblethe conflicted
representative in my dreams voted. But I think it is pretty clear what
my subconscious,or the God of political Analysis, or some force was
trying to tell me, Joseph,in my dream.
It was telling me, first, that with our current politics we might not
even have universal K-12 education if we did not already have it.
T!1 is pretty scary. But it was also telling me something abour the
political effects ofthe health policy sphere.
Ask yourselfthis question: ifall the kinds ofresearch I found in
my dream existed when universar pubric education was esiabrished,
what are the odds it would have been established?
I think the odds would have been quite low. The kind of research
I dreamedabout does exist (and similar argumentsare made) for edu_
cation now. These arguments surely make it more difficult to increase
funding for public education.. They do not prevent it from existing
becauseit already exists. Back in the nineteenthcenhrry,there was nà
education servicesresearch community, nor public knowledge com_
munrty, nor many education policy journals, nor even many econo_
mists (and their economistsdid not have the samedoctrines).
But we do have the health servicesresearchcommunity, and pub_
lic health community, and health policy journals, and lots of ecàno_
mists. And I do not see how anyone can read,Health Affairs without
worrying that, with so much so terribly wrong with thl health care
syst€m, according to so many experts,investing taxpayers' money in
the system to expand accesswould be irresponsiblé. Readersmight
well conclude that the odrer problems shourà be {ixed first, or ail ihe
problems should be fixed at once * perhapstaking ..triple aim,,
at care,
health, and cost.l
The trouble is, "fixing', many of those other problems could take a
very long time (since nobody knows how, for éxample, to transform
provider payment to "P4p,). So taking triple aim means waiting
a
long time to hit
target that we actually know how to hit. namelv
^the
covering people.' Calling on the political systemto fix more than tÉ
insuranceaspectofhealth care makesan already exceedingly difficult
challenge impossibly hard. The passageofnaiional health insurance
legislation is not made any easier by all the commentary iiom

-

' Donald M. Berwick et al-, The Triple Aim: Care, Hulth,
and Cost,27
HenLrH Arrnrns 759 (2008).
' Joseph White, Three Meanings of Capacity; Or llhy the l-ederal Govemment is Most Likely to Lead on Hearth Insurance Access Issues,2g
J. HEALTH po,-.
PoL'Y & L. 217 Q0O3).
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advocates for public health, quality improvement, or other agendas
that universal coverageis only part ofthe neededchange.
What matters politically is not whether comprehensive reform of
many aspects of the health care system at once is possible in theory.
What matters is doubt. What matters is overload - making a situation
so complicated that politicians carmot imagine coping with all the
parts. What mattersis excusesfor saying "Nb." What matters is reasons to worry that the political costs of voting for a major, controversial reform could be paid without doing all that much good anyway.
What matters is the perception that experts think national health insurance is just one among many problems in a highly flawed system.
And anyone who just counted the pages n Health Affairs, or looked at
the lead articles over the years, would be assaulted with doubts,
threatened by overload, overwhelmed by complexity, given many
excusesto vote "No," and buried in an avalancheof claims that the
system that some reformers want to make available to all is honibly
irrational and flawed.
The kinds of arguments and implications I encountered about
education in my nightmare are in fact drawn by opponents of
universal health insurance. The 2008 Republican platform posed
public health measuresas a superior alternative to a "government-run
universal health care system." It declared that "we can reduce demand for medical care by fostering personal responsibility within a
culture of wellness, while increasing accessto preventive services,
including nutrition and breakthrough medications that keep people
healthy and out of the hospital," while calling for a "national grassroots campaign against obesity."' Moreover, at the White House
Health Summit on February 25,2010, SenatorTom Cobum (R-OK)
arguedthat excesscare should be eliminated and prevention improved
first, before any attempt to expand coverage.4 Liberal public health
advocatesmay see public health and national health insuranceinitiatives as complementary to each other, but that is not obvious at all to
conservatives,and need not be obvious to anyone else. The conservative call for "consumer-directed" health care plays off much of the
Health ServicesResearchcommunity's argument that patients should
be "empowered" with more choicesabout their care.
How, I have to ask, could anyoneexpect a relatively neutral legislator, trying to do good, but not willing to take political risks trnless
' RepublicanNat'l Comm., 2008 Republican Platform, http://platform.gop
.con/20O8Platfo;m.pdf
(lastvisitedMay 3, 2010).
" Kaiser Heâlth News, Trmscript: White HouseHealth Sumit, Moming
Session(Feb. 25, 2010),http://ww.kaiserhealthnews.org/Stonesl2010Februæy125/
heallh-care-refom-transcripl.aspx.
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she is sure ofthe good that will be done, to vote
for national hearth
insnrance after reading Healt-h A{f-air+ learning about
John Wennberg
and the literature about how health care servicJs vary
for no obviousli
good reason from community to community,
heanng all about the
weak evidencebase,reading all the public heàith literature
about medbeing less important than oiher things, anJ all the
economics
lcaf lare
that focuseson the evils ofthe tax subsidies?i
It is fairly easy to interpret my dream. Economists,
health servic_
and public health advocates,simply by doing what
gs.rgsgarghers
they
think is rheir job - promoting rheir views u"a nfiin!
trc.;oirmats wirir
their arguments and agendas _ make the most
b'asic and justilied
reform, guaranûe€ofhealth careto allcitizens, less
likely.
identified plenty of other, more widêly understood,
ob_
,MV 9"u.
stacles. In my nightmare and in reality, about forty percent
of legisla_
tors - almost all of the Republicans _ were opplsea
to universal
health coverage for reasons such as their ideol,Jfies,
which groups
"the
they.preferred to favor, or not.wanting to help
Democrats get
a "victory." Yet what mattered in m/dream,'and
what matters in
reality, is, those legislators on the fencà or at tÉe
margins; and at the
margins the total effect of the health policy community _
its research
and its discourse - is, whatever the intent Lfits participants,
a barrier
to passing national health lnsuranceBy the.time this paper is read a law to expand
health insurance
coverage either will or will not have passed.
It wilt not g.raruo-t""
insurance coverage for all Americans, but it might
b" u *"1o,
sion. may or may not actually get implementei.
"*puo_
,It
There will be a lot of political càmmentary about
why it suc_
ceededor why it failed, or why it was so crose. but
I am sure of one
thing: the effort to pass a decent bill will have been
made more diffi_
cult by the continual argumentsin the health policy
community about
the need to focus onpublic health or quality ôr ,"ju"rg
variations or
changing incentives for health care providérs or
changing individual
behaviors or pSyillg- for performanci or virhrally
unytfriog else that
could be conceived from some analytic perspective.
TLe
to p*,
legislation would have been easierifthât ud'o"u.y
"Èort
did not
exist ai alr,
and the questionfor expertsreduced simply to: ..would
this be a better

.t

*:

latter argument especially is puzzling in its own
right. It assumes the
insurance, even thoulh there are prenty of
countries

:i'j"tiî:t::^':.:îje-ssive',
wherethe benefit packages

are at ,eastcomparaule,Jos,f;;;;;;i"-A;;."i:i;:i
care is much less expensive. The tax preferenc. â.gur"ni
utïo .akes questionable
assumptions
aboutthe distributionofcompensation-withinan emproyer's
workforce
absenttlre health insumncebenefit, but thai is too complex
a maier to discusshere_
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health care system and a better country ifeveryone had decent insurance?"
The massive health policy literature addressing other issues does
consider real problems. Medical care is not the only factor in health,
quality could use a. great deal of improvement, and policy might
addressthose issues.oThe effect ofthat literature on the campaignfor
universal coveragewas, and will be in the firtlre, an unintended consequence(exceptwhen used by the opponentsofcoverage expansion,
as in the Republican platform cited above). But that just means that,
in the real world of politics, one set of legitimate concernscan threaten another./ Good people trying to do good can inadvertently d,o
harm to a cause in which many of them believe
Which means I was not having a nightmare. As a health policy
analyst,I have been living in one: my profession has, to a great extent,
been doing more harm than good. Bioethicist promotion of the need
to ration at the end of life fed cornrnentary about death panels.
Advocacy for unproven cost controls left the administration claiming
savings that the Congressional Budget Office would not confirm.
Promotion of prevention and of the need to fix "variations', gave
Republicansan argumentfor delaying coverageexpansions.The definition of the "problem" was muddied in a way that made it very diffi-

' Which is not to say that all of that literature is wise even in its own terms.
For example, Îàe advocacy for "P4P" is, ironically, not based on much in the way of
evidence or performance; and some of the public health agenda asks the political
system to do things that are far less politically plausible thar even universal health
coverage. See rVhite, supra nole 2.
/
It would be nice if the analysts who wite about all the other problems but
believe national health insurmce is also imporùant would begin all their papers and
testimony with a "by the way, please remember we ought to cover everybody first."
The Commonwealth Fund, in its broadest overuiews, emphasizes this point, or at least
argues that other desirable reforms 'lrould be even more effective" ifcombined with
universal health coverage. THE CoMMoNWEALTH FUND Covv'tr
ol a HIcn
PERFoRMANCE
HEALTHSys., A HrcH PEMoRMANCEHEAlrn SysreM FoR THEUNITED
Srerrs:
AN
AMBlTlous
ACENDA FoR rHE NEXT pREsrDENr (2007),
http://w.commonwealthfund.orglusr_doc/Ambitious_Agenda_l075.pdflsection
:4039; CerHv ScHoEN ET r.r-., Tuo CovvoNwEALTH FuNo, BenolNc rHE
CURVE:
OprroNs FoR AcHrEVlNc SAvrNcs AND IMpRovtNc V.uue rn U.S. HEALTH SPENDING
(2007), http://www.commonwealrhfund.org/usr doc/Schoen_bendingthecurve_1080
.pdflsection=4039. Yet reseæchers are supposed to report on their work and its conclusions, so tle norms ofthe disciplines for good reason would reject such asides.
Narrower papers, even by Commonwealth, quite reasonably emphasize the narrower
concems. THr CovvolrweaLTH FUND CoMM'N oN ,q HtcH penronNa.q.NcEHEALTH
Svs., Furraewdnr FoR A HrcH PERFoRMANcEHBALTH SysrEM FoR THE UNTTED
STATES(2006), http://vvrw.commonwealthfund.org/usr_doc/Comission
frmework
_hi gh_performance_943.pdf ?sætion=403 9.
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cult for the Democrats to explain why their version of reform was
necessary.
This article was edited early March of 2010. My readers will
know whether these obstacles were somewhat overcome, and meaningful legislation wa$ passed. But no one should imagine that the
vast bulk of the health policy commentary in recent yeaxshelped solve
the nighbnares endured by tens of millions of uninsured Americans.

