The Unemployed and Uninsured Underdog’s Advocate.

"It is a national shame that we have so many people without health insurance coverage," says Drew Altman, President and CEO of the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation. During a series of NPR Morning shows highlighting last years public agenda’s of politicians he contrasted the then and now. He continued on, "Our polls and surveys find that many American people are truly struggling – postponing care and skipping medications because they can't pay their health care bills. So, in the public's mind, it is about economic security and their health care bills, as much as anything else".


Drew Altman is President and Chief Executive Officer of the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation. One of the nation's largest private foundations devoted to health, the Foundation is a leading independent voice and source of research and information on health care in the United States, according to the KFF (Kaiser Family Foundations) website. The outline continued on to state that, “Since 1987, the Foundation has also operated a major program supporting efforts to develop a more equitable health system in South Africa. In 1991, Dr. Altman directed a complete overhaul of the Foundation’s mission and operating style, leading to the Foundation’s standing today as a leader in health policy and communications”.

 
But who is Drew Altman and how did he end up at this firm? Drew Altman was a V.P. at the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation from 1981 to 1986. He also served in a senior role on the Health Care Financing Administration in the Carter administration. His work led him to a career serving as Commissioner of the Department of Human Services for the state of New Jersey from 1986-1989, and later serving as director of the Health and Human Services program at the Pew Charitable Trusts. 


And as for education? Drew Altman became Dr. Altman after receiving his Ph.D. in political science from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where he taught graduate courses in public policy. His post doctoral work at the Harvard School of Public Health is what really pushed him to public service. 


After joining the KFF 1990, he began to outwardly display and publish his dissatisfaction with the United States health care system. As the saying goes, “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” By the very basic and historically proven logic of the theory, one would think the burden on the nation could be reduced in an economically sound manner. With observations like this, Drew Altman began calling for reform.


Health Care can be defined as is the prevention, treatment, and management of illness, and the preservation of health through services offered by the medical, dental, nursing, and allied health professions. It’s cost and quality and availability in the United States is frequently an issue of debate. The US performs worse than the average developed country in health measures such as infant mortality, maternal death, and life expectancy. Despite all this access to advanced medical treatments and technologies is greater than in most other developed nations and waiting times may be substantially shorter for treatment by specialists according to Clifford Krause of the New York Times. This of course illustrates the modern cellular statement “WTF?” It seems to be directly related to the fact that so many people are without health insurance. Almost 46 million 

Americans, more than 15 percent of the population, lacked health insurance in 2007 according to the US Census Bureau Report issued in August 2008. The link between preventative medicine in the US and the insured population illustrates the availability and requirement for the services discussed above, causing an overall decrease in wait times and increase in availability


So why reform? Why now? Why does it matter? After only a few months establishing myself as a nurse in the local healthcare community, I came saw the following short story.


On a cold, November, mountain morning, a man scraggly thin man with long greasy hair pulled into a pony tail sits, with a facial expression that even Michelangelo could only describe as sad. Stuffing his blue jean wardrobe into a 1980’s era backpack, he sings the list of personal belongings with the admissions coordinator at a rehab center.
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The man grimaces in severe pain as he lifts his belongings from the ground to place the carbon copy papers effectively banishing him from the facility. With tears in his eyes undoubtedly caused by the authoritarian presence of the police officer at the door he limps away to become a ghost and fade back into the “system” that is the Salt Lake Valley homeless community as described by the administrator at the center.


His name is Dave and he was diagnosed with schizophrenia at age 17. He was unable to pay for his medication. It seems a job with benefits can be hard to come by for a young man in the US. He then was evicted from his apartment as the paranoia and aggression prevented him from being productive with a construction crew. To top it all off, he has a long history of self medicating with alcohol and illegal drugs. 

Approximately 9 months ago Dave was hit by a car causing spinal injury and severe lower extremity joint damage. They continued to drive and escaped, leaving Dave for dead. Paralyzed from the waist down and with a deadly pocket of blood forming between the skull and brain, known as a Sub-Dural Hematoma, high pressures ensued and oxygen to vital tissues was severely restricted. The results were severe brain damage with his remaining social and cognitive functions being reduced to that of a child. Dave was taken to the emergency room and surgery was performed to drain the blood from his skull and to relieve the vertebral compression on his spinal cord.

Dave spent his time at the hospital and his bills were provided for by Medicare, the United State’s public health system.


Dave was later discharged to the rehab center where he made tremendous progress. His attending physician and therapists all had labeled him with the highest potential to recover and he did. For 100 days that is. After 100 days Medicare no longer covered Dave’s health insurance costs, he had no way to pay for his treatment and with unhealed fractures and uncompleted therapy he was escorted peacefully from the facility. He was to return to anywhere but there and was later picked up by the police for loitering in a public park.

Dave is one of many in the US who ended up at the mercy of the Medicare and Medicaid systems. After having their wages taxed during their whole working life, many Americans exceed treatment cost caps and time constraints before finishing the health care team treatment plans and goals. It would seem that the idea of health care in this country has become more detached from the reality American life than FOX News. 
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Altman has been quoted saying that, “The need for an aggressive independent sector and for a strong foundation role is perhaps greater in health than in any other area. In no field is there a greater need for an independent voice that is not driven by the desire to make money or to win votes. In no field would a role as simply a charity be less useful; foundation funds are a drop in the bucket in today's $2+ trillion health care system.”
He describes the purpose and function of his foundation as Information. According to Altman’s essay on the KFF, “We are not the grant-making business. While most foundations see their principal product as grants, we see ours as information-from the most sophisticated research, to basic facts and numbers, to information young people can use to protect their health”. He continued on to publish,” We focus our work on the major health policy issues facing the nation. This means that, unlike most foundations, we do not completely control our own agenda.”

In Drew’s own online series of publishing’s titled Pulling It Together he seeks to analyze information and ideas across a whole broad spectrum of the foundations work to better “Illuminate critical health policy issues”.
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In a published piece from March 2008, he once again hailed the public to make health care a voting issue. Through a simple presentation he outlined that if Americans who participated in exit polling expressed health care reform as an area of concern, this would send a message to the politicians. 


This type of thinking had a lot of support during the primaries when selecting presidential candidates. We can all remember the issues that Hillary Clinton and Barrack Obama highlighted in order to separate themselves from the opponent. Even John McCain had run his campaign with the idea of tax credits for health care. It seems however that the spark died out when housing and economic crisis began to erupt into the media. According to NPR’s Robert Siegel, during an October interview as the election drew near, Altman acknowledged that the recent downturn of the economy in the housing and banking sectors has overshadowed rather than highlighted the need for individual security in areas such as health care. “The overshadowing”, he observed, “relates directly to a disconnect between legislators and citizens regarding the timeliness of restructuring the health industry”. 


During that same October interview he stated, "Health care is being defined now by affordability". He continued with, "It's been defined by the American people not as a health care problem but as a pocketbook issue. And the train that is leaving the station in the Congress is the 'economy train' and legislation related to that, so unless the issue is reframed as an economic issue… I think it will get pushed aside over the next several years”.


The elections now past, with Barrack Obama and Hillary Clinton in the White House, Health Care Reform may have a second chance. In the January 2009 Pulling It Together Release titled Window of Opportunity? Altman writes,” here is an opportunity now because the nation has a popular new president with political capital to burn who is making health reform a priority. Democratic leaders in control in the Congress want to deliver on health care. And a historic recession has transformed health care into a bread and butter economic issue of real salience to working people and the middle class, who are worried about paying their health care bills and about losing their jobs and their families’ health coverage.”


He also highlights the historic trend of issues to go unsolved if congress does not work quickly on legislation that was promised during the election. With Altman’s almost depressing sense of realism, it seems a 50/50 chance for something to be put into effect. With executive orders from President Obama to close “Gitmo” and a scheduled 16 month plan for withdrawal from Iraq, I’ll keep my hopes up.
