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Why listen to our story?
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A Formula for Cutting Health Costs

Alaska Natives have something to teach
doctors and patients in the rest of the world

o matter what happens to Presi-
N dent Obama’s health care reforms

after the November elections, the
disjointed, costly American health care
system must find ways to slow the rate of
spending while delivering quality care.
There is widespread pessimism that
anything much can be achieved quickly,
but innovative solutions are emerging in
unexpected places. A health care system
owned and managed by Alaska’s native
people has achieved astonishing results
in improving the health of its enrollees
while cutting the costs of treating them.

colm Baldrige award, the foundation has
achieved startling efficiencies: emer-
gency room use has been reduced by 50
percent, hospital admissions by 53 per-
cent, specialty care visits by 65 percent
and visits to primary care doctors by 36
percent. These efficiencies, in turn, have
clearly saved money. Between 2004 and
2009, Southcentral’s annual per-capita
spending on hospital services grew by
a tiny 7 percent and its spending on pri-
mary care, which picked up the slack,
by 30 percent, still well below the 40 per-
cent increase posted in a national index

municate easily. When a patient calls,
the nurse decides whether a face-to-face
visit with a doctor or other health care
provider is required or whether counsel-
ing by phone is sufficient. The doctors
are left free to deal with only the most
complicated cases. They have no private
offices and the nurses have no nursing
stations to which they can retreat.
€integrating a wide range of data
to measure medical and financial per-
formance. Southcentral’s “data mall”
coughs up easily understood graphics
showing how well doctors and the teams
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