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he single biggest
factor influencing
how healthy you
will be over your
lifetime may not
be your doctor,
hospital or health
insurance plan. In
fact, it may very
well be you, or
more specifically,
the risk-increasing
behaviors you
might have.

T

We have met the
healthcare enemy—
and it is us
By Paul M. Hambke
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Health care experts believe our own personal
behaviors dramatically—and sometimes
catastrophically—affect our own the lives, and
lives of others. Studies suggest we control
about 50 percent of the determinants of our
individual health. The largest remaining
contributors are environmental, genetics and
access to health care.

According to the national Centers for Disease
Control (CDC), behavior is central to health
care—and the associated costs.

According to the CDC, some examples of
personal choices that affect our health include:

• tobacco use (smoking, chewing);
• dietary behaviors (food selection, portion-
size selection, attitudes toward foods and
eating);

• physical activity (type, intensity, duration,
frequency);

• alcohol and other drug use;
• mental health treatment (failure to seek);
• sexual behaviors (leading to acquiring
sexually transmitted diseases, unwanted
pregnancies); and

• behaviors that may result in violence and
unintentional injuries (use of drugs,
weapons or motor vehicles).

Due to large-scale public education efforts,
many people, even adolescents, are aware of
the risks unhealthy behaviors pose to health
and often continue to engage in these
behaviors.

According to the Pennsylvania Health Care
Cost Containment Council (PHC4), one out of
every eight hospitalizations—12.4 percent—in
the commonwealth in 2010 were potentially
preventable with timely and effective
outpatient care and disease management. The
average hospital stay for those 185,190 cases
was 4.7 days. Of the potentially preventable
hospitalizations, 43 percent involved people
65-84 and 30.5 percent involved people 40-64
years of age. 

Consider the impact smoking, a factor in many
preventable illnesses, has on Pennsylvania’s
population. 

About 20,000 adults die each year from
smoking-related causes, according to PHC4
2010 data. The annual health care costs and
productivity losses caused directly by smoking
are $5.19 billion and $4.743 billion,
respectively.

Far-reaching impact
Health problems can be catastrophic tragedies
to the person who is sick and their families,
however, the things we do as individuals often
have far-reaching impact on others.

“Most of us have health care coverage, so
when we get sick, we go to the doctor. We sit
at our desks, we eat too much of the wrong
things and we rarely exercise, which causes
weight gain and stress on our bodies resulting
in things like high blood pressure, diabetes
and bad knees. And what do we do then? We
go to the doctor and for treatment because we
have health insurance. It is always there,” said
David E. Black, president and chief executive
officer of the Harrisburg Regional Chamber of
Commerce.

While it is impossible to put a dollar figure on
the lives of people we lose to illness and
disease, the reality is there is a fiscal impact of
disease and illness and we are all linked by the
presence of healthcare costs in our lives. As
healthcare costs escalate, so do insurance
premiums, meaning the choices you make
literally affect hundreds of thousands of
people. 

According to Black, changes during the past
20 years are leading people to develop
healthier habits, and the key to managing
healthcare costs in the future will be for
everyone to take personal responsibility for
their health. 

How do your personal decisions affect you
economically? Here are some examples:

• Quit smoking and save $6 or more per
day—and $2,000 annually.

• A 10 percent weight loss can reduce an
overweight person's lifetime medical costs
by $2,200 to $5,300, according to the CDC.

• Cutting junk food: Eliminate junk food, fast
food, or alcohol from your daily diet and
you will at least $3 per day, savings $1,000
or more annually.

• Trim the size of your meals and eat smaller
servings to get two meals from one, and you
could save $10 a week or $500 annually
while trimming your waist.

In addition, there are other areas of savings:

• More employers require tobacco users to
pay higher health insurance premiums than
non-users and/or offer incentives to quit. 

• To combat health costs related to obesity,
some employers are providing monetary
incentives for weight loss (e.g., a dollar per
pound), exercise programs, weight loss
contests and/or access to fitness centers.

• Healthy people pay lower premiums for life
insurance compared to smokers and those
who are overweight. Policy pricing reflects
the strong association between healthy
lifestyles and prevention and additional
years of life.

Many new reform efforts focus on asking or
requiring health providers and insurers to
assume more risk for keeping patients healthy.
In other words, payments for treatment will be
based on how well patient care is managed and
delivered, especially to those with chronic
diseases like diabetes or congestive heart
failure. But these laudable efforts will fail if
we, the patients, don’t do our part to reduce or
eliminate these unhealthy behaviors. 

� Paul M. Hambke is press secretary for the
Pennsylvania Health Care Cost Containment
Council.

Healthcare experts believe our own personal behaviors
dramatically—and sometimes catastrophically—affect
our own the lives, and lives of others.


