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Synopsis

Much of the debate about heaith policy in the USA
has focused on the availability of health insurance
coverage and the relatively large number of
individuals who are uninsured. While tackling the
problem of the uninsured might improve access to
and utilization of health care, it would likely have little
effect on the health of the population, as there is only
a weak connection between health insurance
coverage and health. Expanding health insurance
coverage alone is unlikely to significantly improve the
health of the population or narrow health disparities
within the population, given that many of the major
causes of poor health, such as smoking, obesity, and
physical inactivity, are largely unaffected by health
insurance.

The narrow focus on the uninsured in the health
policy debate comes at the expense of other policies
that could improve health faster and more
significantly for every dollar spent. It is well known
that the USA spends approximately twice as much
per capita on health care as most other developed
nations, but that there is little difference in population
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health between the USA and other developed
nations. This suggests that we are on the “flat part of
the curve” of health care spending with respect to
health and as a result need to pursue other
approaches for improving population health.

In light of the imbalance in the health policy debate in
the USA, in November 2007, the Institute of
Govermnment and Public Affairs and the College of
Medicine of the University of lllinois sponsored a
conference entitled Beyond Health Insurance: Public
Policy to Improve Health.
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