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‘‘ 

12% Londoners surveyed who 
perceived their health to be at risk after 
the poisoning of Alexander Litvinenko 
(Research p 1143)

80% Proportion of women with 
chlamydia who lack symptoms 
(Clinical Review p 1147)

12 000 Newborn babies affected by 
thalidomide (Observations p 1125) 

2 in 5 Pregnant women in England 
who are not being offered the choice of a 
home birth (News p 1112)

2°C Predicted rise in temperature of 
the Earth by 2030 (Letter p 1110)
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picture of the week 

Some Japanese people have so much stress that they can’t sleep at home; instead, they spend up to 
€40 to attend concerts aimed specifically at sending them to sleep. A new exhibition, Sleeping and 
Dreaming, opened this week at the Wellcome Collection, London, running until 9 March 2008. It will be 
reviewed in a future issue of the BMJ.
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The week in quotes

“If prognoses for patients . . . are unduly 
pessimistic, some patients might be 
denied intensive care” (Research p 1132) 

“Second Life can be used to help 
students interact with patients in a safe, 
simulated environment” (Feature p 1122) 

“The drug industry is ‘burying its head 
in the sand’ when dealing with health in 
developing countries” (News p 1111)

“Six months after becoming ill . . . I had 
to retire” (Patient’s Journey p 1152)

“He ‘would have made a great chemist 
. . . had he not turned out a great 
quack’” (Past Caring p 1158)
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editor’s choice

The market has failed
Gordon Brown may be having second thoughts about market 
reforms in the NHS. Last week Nick Timmins described how the 
government is cutting back its use of the private sector (BMJ 
2007;335:1066). Expansion of the private sector is still the 
official line, but only as long as it provides value for money,  
Mr Brown told this week’s conference of the CBI. Beleaguered 
as he is on almost every front, if Brown is rethinking healthcare 
markets he’ll find support in this week’s BMJ. Steffie Woolhandler 
and David Himmelstein argue that US health care, the biggest 
system in the world in which markets have been given full rein, 
has failed. Specifically, they point to the toxic mix of public 
funding (through Medicare and Medicaid) and private provision, 
exactly the mix that Tony Blair envisioned for the UK. Rather than 
copying the US model, say Woolhandler and Himmelstein, the UK 
and the world should put it in quarantine (p 1126).

Why do markets in health care fail to deliver the things we want? 
The Office of Health Economics explains that effective markets 
produce the goods and services we want in the right quantities at 
the lowest possible cost (www.oheschools.org/ohech3pg2.html). 
They function because they are able to transmit information about 
benefits and costs between producers and consumers. Markets fail 
when information isn’t transferred properly, which prevents people 
from making rational decisions about what they are buying. Markets 
also fail when the producers have the power to influence price or 
quantity. Doctors and other health suppliers often have this power.

At a more fundamental level, even the most perfect healthcare 
market will fail to deliver what most of us want: a fair distribution. 
Markets are amoral about who consumes what and how much. 
Markets ration consumption on the basis of price and consumers’ 
incomes. A true market has no room for equal access for equal 
need, the bedrock on which the NHS was built. Even those who are 
not hung up on equity for its own sake can see that societies need 
a healthy workforce and that public ill health carries threats for the 
rich as well as the poor.

Proof of the market’s failure in US health care is nowhere 
more evident, ironically, than in the fact that 60% of health 
spending now comes from the public purse. Woolhandler and 
Himmelstein explore how this has happened. They conclude 
that using public money to buy care from private firms has led to 
soaring administrative costs, selective enrolment, corruption, 
and profiteering: “Investor owned healthcare firms are not 
cost minimisers but profit maximisers. Strategies that bolster 
profitability often worsen efficiency. US firms have found that 
raising revenues by exploiting loopholes or lobbying politicians is 
more profitable than improving efficiency or quality.”

Michael Moore’s film Sicko (BMJ 2007;334:1338-9) used 
controversial documentary techniques to rage against the parlous 
state of US health care. Woolhandler and Himmelstein don’t pull 
their punches and may be accused of polemic. But the facts they 
have marshalled speak for themselves and must give Gordon 
Brown, or any future government, serious pause for thought.
Fiona Godlee, editor, BMJ fgodlee@bmj.com
To receive Editor’s choice by email each week, visit bmj.com/cgi/customalert
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