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Companies are wrestling with soaring health care costs in many different ways. Some set up on-site clinics. Others create fitness centers to encourage employees to keep healthy. Still others offer free personal health records so that employees can consolidate their healthcare data and better manage their care.

But before choosing one of these options, consider where the healthcare dollar is being spent: Fully 80% of all medical costs go for treating 30% of the population that is chronically ill. The average annual cost of treating a diabetic patient, for example, is $13,000 -- more than six times that of a normal patient.  Discounts by themselves don’t help because the chronic patient population is doubling every 10 years.

By definition, there is no cure for a chronic disease.  But much can be done to prevent these diseases from getting worse and clinical studies have visibly demonstrated that the resulting cost savings is enormous.

The rules for good preventive care are simple: Eat healthy food, exercise and take required medications. Even though both the American Diabetes Association and the American Heart Association have promoted healthy lifestyles in their promotional materials, however, the problems of obesity, diabetes and heart disease have soared.  Merely distributing information to chronic patients is not the answer. 

The problems are many:

· Doctors drive the healthcare system and are too busy; they tend to ignore the mildly ill chronic patient who needs preventive care.

· The patient doesn’t see the urgency to seek care.

· Health plans don’t pay doctors for the service either, since benefits accrue much later.

· A preventive care program often involves getting a simple question answered –about a skewed lab test or a medication’s side effect, for example -- late in the evening or on a weekend. 

We need a better way to deliver care at the point of need, wherever patients are and whenever they want. We also need to empower patients to self-manage their disease by educating them and giving them the right tools as well as the right access to their physicians.

Fortunately, automated tools are starting to appear. These help chronic patients self-manage their care in collaboration with their physicians -- and do so cost-effectively and efficiently.

As an example, we are working with 1,600 physicians in Dallas to set up a “virtual medical office” in cyberspace to serve the preventive care needs of chronic patients. This approach gives 24 X 7 care to patients -- when and where they need it.  Geographic constraints are no longer an issue since chronic patients can be served whenever and from wherever they are.

This approach provides web-based education in groups or singly -- helping patients to self-manage their diseases and empowering them to take better control of their health. When schedule conflicts arise, recorded web sessions are archived and made available on-demand at more convenient times.  

By storing a patient’s data and health record in a repository that is accessible over the Internet, both doctor and patient are able to consult this information, respecting all HIPAA requirements for privacy and security. Patients are reminded of appointments and required lab tests via email or even by cell phone or PDA as text or voice messages. 

The advantages to employers are many. Patients maintain better health and reduce their need for medical services. Detailed reports show the employer if and when preventive measures have been taken and the impact these have on short and long-term medical costs.

Chronic medical problems are impacting the productivity of our nation and well-being of our people. But solutions are starting to emerge that reflect the way people work and play – helping them to lead healthier and happier lives. 
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