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Healthcare in the United States continued to deteriorate in quality, accessibility, and affordability in the period immediately leading up to enactment of major reforms, the Affordable Care Act of 2010.
The nation slipped in absolute terms from a score of 67 (of a possible 100) in 2006 to 64 in 2009, according to the latest National Scorecard. The analysis was released by the Commonwealth Fund Commission on a High Performance Health System at a news conference in Washington, DC, on 18 October.
On the core indicators of potentially preventable deaths before age 75, such as cancers that can be screened for, diabetes, bacterial infections, and childhood infectious diseases, the US has improved, “but far less rapidly than other countries,” said Cathy Schoen, the report’s senior author. “We improved by about 20% over the decade; other countries dropped their death rate by 30-35% or more.
“If we could get anywhere near the top three, it would mean 84 000 fewer deaths in the US each year. If we could approach the top rate, it would be 91 000 deaths.” 
The United Kingdom has made “dramatic” improvements in this area, she said. “They lagged behind us, they were last; they have now passed us by. Part of what they did was to focus on the areas they were doing poorly in.”
Overall the US ranked last out of the 16 industrialised countries analysed by the fund, with a rate of mortality amenable to healthcare that was 68% higher than the rate in the leading countries.
“Access is a fundamental foundation. When we do poorly on access, it pulls down quality and drives up costs,” said Ms Schoen, senior vice president for policy, research, and evaluation at the Commonwealth Fund. 
The report found that 81 million (44%) of all adults under the age of 65 were either underinsured or underinsured at some point during the year 2010. That is a jump of one third from 2003 (61 million).
About two thirds of the population now live in states where 18% or more of income goes towards health insurance premiums. “Benefits have been cut back, so even people with insurance are facing bad debts from medical bills,” said Ms Schoen. “You can’t put a statistic like this up to other countries, it just doesn’t exist.”
Principal contributors to the low efficiency of US healthcare are duplicative services, high rates of hospital readmissions, relatively low use of electronic information, and high administrative costs.
The US could save $55bn (£35bn; €40bn) a year on administrative costs if it achieved the same efficiencies as countries “that have complicated insurance systems with competing providers, competing private insurance plans,” Ms Schoen said. These include Germany, Switzerland, and the Netherlands. 
Karen Davis, president of the fund, said this report would act as a baseline from which to evaluate the impact of health reform as provisions continue to be implemented over the years.
Maureen Bisognano, president of the Institute for Healthcare Improvement, is encouraged by local movements for improved quality and integration of care across providers that are bubbling up from below. 
“The challenge is to create a large scale spread model so that those on the low end of the [quality] scale can learn how to improve their performance,” she said.
[image: Figure1]
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Footnotes
	Why Not the Best? Results from the National Scorecard on US Health System Performance, 2011 is at www.commonwealthfund.org/Publications/Fund-Reports/2011/Oct/Why-Not-the-Best-2011.aspx.
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