
Barbara Starfield
A leading primary care researcher and advocate

Ned Stafford

Barbara Starfield (b New York City, 18 December 1932; q New York
City, 1959), died on 10 June 2011, from an apparent heart attack while
swimming in her pool in Menlo Park, California.

In the women’s locker room at the NewMexico State University
swimming pool in Las Cruces last March, a stranger approached
fellow swimmer Alexa Davis and said: “Hi, you have a beautiful
smile.” The stranger, a slim, vibrant 78 year old woman whom
Ms Davis had seen a few times before at the pool, introduced
herself as Barbara.
“You always have a frown on your face,” Barbara toldMsDavis.
“You should smile more often.” Only later, during a couple of
subsequent swimming pool encounters, didMs Davis learn that
the stranger who had uttered those simple words of wisdomwas
Barbara Starfield, one of the leading primary care researchers
in the world, who lived part of each year in Las Cruces.
After learning of Starfield’s death,MsDavis wrote: “She offered
a personal suggestion that only a person of heartfelt kindness
and sincerity could do. Almost immediately I felt the warmth
of friendship of a woman I wanted to know better. I truly
appreciated that helpful comment, and now I try to have a smile
on my face.”
Starfield dedicated her life to promoting high quality primary
care systems, which she felt were critical to the future of health
care worldwide. “Barbara was a tireless advocate for family
medicine and primary care,” said Richard Roberts, president of
the World Organization of Family Doctors (Wonca) and
professor of family medicine at the University of Wisconsin in
Madison. “She reminded us of why we chose to become family
doctors: to help people, improve health, and make the world a
better and fairer place.”
Starfield’s work centered around health equity and the impact
of health services on health, focusing especially on the relative
contributions of primary care and specialty care. Her research
showed that strong primary care systems were more efficient
than systems heavy with specialty care, were cheaper to operate,
and had lower mortality rates.
In 2000 she published a commentary in the Journal of the
American Medical Association with the provocative title: “Is
US health really the best in the world?” She wrote that “the
deficiencies of US medical care” had been accumulating for
years, noting that the US compared with 12 other leading

industrialised nations ranked at or near the bottom in many key
health indicators. “The fact is,” she wrote, “that the US
population does not have anywhere near the best health in the
world.”
Edward L Schor, vice president in charge of state health policy
and practices at the Commonwealth Fund, a private foundation
in New York City that promotes healthcare, said that Starfield
was a “progressive person in political views,” receptive to
nations that had successfully instituted universal health coverage.
“She felt these countries were doing things that our country
should be doing,” he said.
Dr Schor, who first met Starfield in the early 1970s while doing
his paediatric residency at Johns Hopkins, said, “She not only
spoke and wrote often and effectively about the advantages of
a strong primary care system, but collected the data and
presented the evidence of how a healthcare system ought to be
designed.”
While Starfield in personal situations was “pleasant and light,”
when the subject turned to healthcare she was “very intense and
serious” with strong opinions. Dr Schor, who describes Starfield
as a “brilliant and passionate teacher, researcher, advocate and
citizen,” said: “Once she had drawn a conclusion, she was very
confident and steadfast.”
Starfield’s work led to the development of important
methodological tools at Johns Hopkins for assessing diagnosed
morbidity burden, including the Adjusted Clinical Groups
System, the Primary Care Assessment Tools, and the Child
Health and Illness ProfileCHIP tools for assessing adolescent
and child health status.
In addition to her more than 275 published papers, which
included several published in the BMJ, two of Starfield’s books
are considered among themost important in the field—Primary
Care: Concept, Evaluation, and Policy and Primary Care:
Balancing Health Needs, Services, and Technology. She
continued writing key papers up to the time of her death.
Barbara Starfield was born in 1932 in New York City borough
of Brooklyn, where she was raised. After graduating in 1954
from Swarthmore College in Swarthmore, Pennsylvania, she
enrolled at State University of New York, Downstate Medical
Center in Brooklyn, earning her medical degree in 1959. The
same year she began a paediatrics internship at Johns Hopkins
University, where she would spend the rest of her career. She
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completed her paediatrics residency in 1962 and joined what is
now called the Bloomberg School of Public Health, where in
1963 she earned a master of public health degree in
epidemiology.
As a professor, she was named in 1975 head of the Division of
Health Policy in the Department of Health Policy and
Management, while also holding a professorship in the
Department of Pediatrics. After stepping down as division head
in 1994, she was named University Distinguished Service
Professor and remained an active member of the faculty. In
1996 she was named founding director of the Primary Care
Policy Center at Johns Hopkins.

In addition to serving on dozens of advisory panels, Starfield
was co-founder and inaugural president of the International
Society for Equity in Health and served on the governing board
of the National Research Council, and on the governing council
of the Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of
Sciences. Among hermany honours was theAmericanAcademy
of Family Physicians 2005 John G Walsh Award for Lifetime
Contributions to Family Medicine.
Starfield leaves her husband of 56 years, Neil “Tony” Holtzman,
professor emeritus in the Johns Hopkins department of
paediatrics; four children; and eight grandchildren.
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