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American dispatch
The American health care system is in some turmoil
with costs running at almost 11% of the gross
national product. Efforts to contain costs have
had little impact on the escalation. Attempts at
containment have moved the cost to other sectors of
society and created a large number of people,
between 31 and 37 million, who are uninsured for
major medical and surgical catastrophies. A survey
of Americans, Canadians, and British individuals
showed that Americans were the least satisfied with
their health care-particularly their access to
services. As the country wrestles with new options
for reimbursing health care the debate on national
health insurance schemes has resurfaced. Many
doctors and specialty groups are actively involved
with ensuring that neither the care of patients nor
their own ability to survive is compromised.
Rheumatologists, in particular, have been
concerned about this since the late 70s, particularly
as rheumatology is a relatively new specialty with a
low public profile.
After 52 years as the American Rheumatism

Association the organisation, in response to the
suggestion of Dr Paulding Phelps, has become the
American College of Rheumatology. The change
was made, in part, because of perceptions that the
general public was unaware of the ARA and what
rheumatologists did specifically.

In September 1988 the Harvard Resource Based
Relative Value Scale (RBRVS) study was published
in a number of medical journals and represents the
most comprehensive effort to date to rationalise the
payment of doctors in America. The RBRVS is felt
to be one important option to replace the current
system of Medicare reimbursement, the govern-
mentally funded system, based on customary
prevailing and reasonable charges without resorting
to other alternatives, such as capitation, which are
considered unacceptable by many doctors. The
RBRVS results reduce the gap in compensation
between evaluation and management and surgical
procedural services, which traditionally have been
reimbursed at a higher level. If the RBRVS system
is developed, reimbursement for rheumatologists in
our country, might increase by up to, but no more
than, 25%.

Rehabilitative rheumatology is receiving
increased attention, albeit somewhat belatedly
compared with that in Europe. For several years the
council on rehabilitation rheumatology in the
American College of Rheumatology has been
actively improving education and research in this

area. The activity has been stimulated by surveys of
graduates of rheumatology programmes, who felt
that rehabilitation training is most useful and yet
was a neglected area in their training. In an effort to
disseminate some of the current information in the
field and to supplement existing textbooks the
Handbook of Rehabilitative Rheumatology was
published by the council. This handbook written by
the physiatrists, rheumatologists, orthopaedic
surgeons, and allied health professionals includes
such topics as outcome measures, biomechanical
principles, application of treatment techniques to
specific rheumatic disorders, rehabilitation after
total joint replacement, patient compliance, etc.
The council on research of the American

Rheumatology Society is chaired by Dr Shaun
Ruddy. Traditionally, the committee has been a
leader in lobbying for increased funding for arthritis
research for the National Institute of Arthritis and
Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases but is now seek-
ing a broader collaboration with other medical and
professional organisations to promote funding for
health issues.
A significant problem for investigators using

animal and fetal tissue is the very vocal animal rights
movement, The American College of Rheuma-
tology and the American Medical Association are
increasingly active in their opposition to this
vociferous group and have initiated education of the
public on the need for and benefits of animal
research.
Former councils have been reluctant to give

priority to research areas, but as a number of
government bodies intend to develop reimburse-
ment standards based on outcome the council has
now urged the American College of Rheumatology
to participate in establishing guidelines for reviewers
which could influence decisions, benefiting both
rheumatologists and people with rheumatic disease.
Thus a new subcommittee of the diagnostic and
therapeutics committee has been established to
propose refinements of the original Steinbrocker
functional classes and to begin work on measuring
systemic lupus erythematosus activity. This last
effort has already seen major collaboration between
groups in the United Kingdom, Canada, America,
and Sweden.
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