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The Effects of the Dynamically Changing Health Care

Environment on Nursing and Medicine in the United States

Seirei Christopher College of Nursing
Phyllis R. Easterling, RN, FNP, Ed. D.

Rapid cost-driven change toward a managed care system has characterized the United States’
health care environment for the last ten to fifteen years. Before managed care, hospitals
physicians and other health care providers delivered care to patients under a fee-for-service
system, billing the patient’s government and private insurers for their costs. Because
treatments and diagnostic tests were ordered without restraint, healthcare costs spiraled,
reaching nearly 15% of the Gross National Product. Increasingly, both private industry and
government payers including Medicare and Medicaid began to question the increasing costs and
instituted cost-controls on care providers.

Large Health Maintenance Organizations (HMO) have been developed which provide
contracted managed care under a new the word is “capitation” system for the government and
private industry. Providers are given a certain amount of money per patient (per capita or
head) and provide all care within that budgeted amount. More than 80% of health care in the
U. 8.1is now provided by HMOs, which has shifted the control of health care from the providers
to the purchasers of care.

These changes have had some negative effects on all care providers and personnel. Physicians
lose business unless they are under contract as part of a large provider. Their reimbursement
has decreased along with control of patient care. In hospitals, expenses have exceeded payments
and severe cost-saving methods such as hiring non-RN staff have been instituted. For nursing,
the problems are short staffing along with the increasing role responsibilities of supervising
poorly trained personnel. Even patients have suffered by being required to seek care from
approved providers, limiting their choice of physicians and hospitals.

Under these increasing economic, competitive and control restraints, hospitals, physicians,
nurses and other health care providers have been forced to become more efficient, productive
and creative. Among the strategies being used are: more aggregate preventative care:
shortened hospital stays; increasing out-patient surgeries; more community-based care versus
acute hospital care; greater use of home health care agencies; outside contracting of support
services ; rationing and control of care; managed care mechanisms ; differentiation of practice
; and quality assurance methods.

Rapid societal change has always brought with it great opportunities for innovation. The
current health care environment in the U. S. has been very good for nursing. Nurses have been
dominant in developing case management and quality control systems and providing the bulk
of these services. Nurses have also been instrumental in developing and using the Diagnostic-
Related-Groups (DRGs) which categorize care and set reimbursement payments. Nurses have
written Critical Pathways, which outline the most important nursing care along with timelines.
Advanced practice nurses have provided documented high quality primary care in the
community in cost-effective ways. Entrepreneur nurses have started clinics and home health
care agencies.

As the rapid pace of health care change continues in the U.S., the next task for nurses and
other health care workers is to meet the new ethical and legal challenges concerning the
fragmentation and dehumanization of patient care under the HMO system.
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