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Washington Post: What are the best features of American health care? 

 
Ask a small business owner what works in the health-care system, and his answer is likely to be "not too 
much." But American health care has some truly admirable features, and we don't want to jeopardize 
them as we pursue reform.  
 
A glance at the Nobel Prize roster shows how American research and development drives global medical 
innovation. Lots of those innovators are small businesses or started out that way.  
 
Americans don't endure queues that bog down other systems. (Sylvia de Vries fled Canadian red tape 
for American care -- not the reverse -- to have her 34-pound cancerous tumor removed.) Americans can 
choose physicians, hospitals and other providers. We're among the healthiest people on earth and our 
shortcomings stem more from behavior, environment and heredity than inadequate health care. (The 
World Health Organization's oft-cited "U.S. ranks #37" is a hollow number, arbitrarily jumbling health 
care and non-health care data.) 
 
Make no mistake -- America needs health reform. Small businesses don't have the health-care choices 
available to most Americans, and the fault lies largely with malfunctioning markets. We must be careful, 
however, that reforms don't jeopardize our system's virtues. Holes in coverage and lapses in quality are 
both driven by costs that are high, rising, unpredictable and detached from underlying economics.  
 
Laissez-faire will never be an option in health care, but reforms must unleash markets to reduce 
wasteful spending and drive costs down. Decision-making must arise primarily from patient-provider 
collaboration, not distant experts in government. There must be competition among providers and 
insurers, who need sufficiently flexible pricing, treatment, and reimbursement in order to experiment 
and innovate. Governments cannot simply order innovation to occur. Transparent cost and outcomes 
data, supported by improved health information technology, must inform decision-making between 
patients and doctors. Broader health insurance coverage can make the system more efficient and 
reduce political pressure for centralized solutions. 
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