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from the founding editor

During his weekly radio ad-
dress on May 20, 1974, 
President Richard Nixon 
expressed the govern-
ment’s growing concern 

“over skyrocketing health costs” and 
warned that “if cost increases were not 
voluntarily controlled, it could lead to 
drastic, congressionally imposed, man-
datory controls.” Congress had previ-
ously rejected Nixon’s call to extend au-
thority for maintaining mandatory cost 
controls on the health industry.

Ever since, the growth of health care 
spending has exceeded growth in the 
economy overall. Every president who 
has followed Nixon has, at one time or 
another, expressed similar concerns, 
but, truth be told, no interest—private 
or public—has demonstrated a lasting 
resolve to successfully constrain a sec-
tor that, for all its many benefits, is sap-
ping needed resources for education, 
infrastructure, and other worthy pur-
poses. In short, there is no permanent 
political constituency or market mech-
anism for effective cost containment. 

is the slowdown permanent?
Perhaps we are at a point when the 
famous dictum of economist Herbert 
Stein—that “all unsustainable trends 
stop”—begins to finally register. In this 
thematic issue, supported by the Rob-
ert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF), 
we explore whether the recent slowing 
growth of health care expenditures is a 
temporary or lasting phenomenon and 
an array of related topics. From our very 
launch in 1981, costs and how they may 
be responsibly restrained have been a 
driving theme of Project HOPE’s eclec-
tic journal. President Ronald Reagan’s 
budget director, David Stockman, led 
Volume 1, Number 1 of Health Affairs 

with a paper that explored “a neocon-
servative’s vision of how to transform 
the health system.” Henry Aaron and 
William Schwartz asserted in 1983 that 
competitive mechanisms must be com-
bined with global budget limits to effec-
tively check spending. A decade later, 
Gerard Anderson, Uwe Reinhardt, and 
colleagues wrote, “It’s the Prices, Stu-
pid: Why the United States Is So Differ-
ent from Other Countries.”

Another classic offering, an exchange 
of letters between Reinhardt and  
Arnold Relman, a former editor of the 
New England Journal of Medicine, should 
be read by anyone interested in the fu-
ture US system and forces that drive its 
costs, but particularly by aspiring phy-
sicians and others who are pursuing 
careers in health care. The Wall Street 
Journal editorialized: “If you read noth-
ing else…about the future of health 
care, you should read this exchange of 
salvos on the nature of American medi-
cal practice.” 

Our lead paper by Alexander Ryu and 
colleagues asks (and offers an answer 
to) a compelling question: Will the 
slowdown in spending last? I will not 
reveal their punch line but will tell you 
that they do predict that new financial 
incentives—forged by the Affordable 
Care Act and market forces—will lead 
the health system in new directions. If 
the slowdown does prove permanent, 
David Cutler and Nikhil Sahni estimate, 
the savings in public health spending 
alone would substantially cut the gov-
ernment’s vast budget deficit.

the challenge of medicare
Nevertheless, as Katherine Baicker, 
Mark Shepard, and Jonathan Skinner 
conclude, Medicare will remain a major 
policy challenge under almost any sce-

nario. Policy makers have demonstrat-
ed time and again their reluctance to 
upset the powerful influence of Medi-
care’s growing beneficiary population, 
preferring to cut provider payments as 
a more politically palatable solution. 
The authors offer an intriguing frame-
work designed to balance the trade-offs 
between the program’s spending and 
economic prosperity. 

spending growth: who benefits? 
Although physicians are recognized for 
allocating most of the resources of the 
delivery system, they have not been the 
major beneficiaries of its rapid growth. 
That reward falls to a subsector that is 
rarely in the public policy limelight: 
long-term postacute care, which was 
the fastest-growing major spending 
category during the period 1994–2009. 
Amitabh Chandra, Maurice Dalton, 
and Jonathan Holmes report that slow-
ing the growth of this sector through a 
bundled payment model could lead to 
substantial savings. 

funding appreciation
We express our great appreciation 
to RWJF for its steadfast support of 
Health Affairs since its very beginnings 
and through this thematic issue, help-
ing us remain at the cutting edge of 
analysis and commentary through the 
journal, health policy briefs, our web-
site, and media briefings. This issue of 
Health Affairs is only one component 
of a broader RWJF initiative that the 
foundation is supporting to tackle the 
cost conundrum with an array of stake-
holders (the Partnership for Sustain-
able Healthcare); the Bipartisan Policy 
Center’s Health Care Cost Initiative; a 
Bending the Curve effort of the Engel-
berg Center for Health Care Reform at 
the Brookings Institution; and a Na-
tional Commission on Physician Pay-
ment Reform organized by the Society 
for General and Internal Medicine.

 I, personally, also express my grati-
tude to Susan Dentzer for her contribu-
tions to Health Affairs over the past five 
years and wish her well in her new en-
deavor. n
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