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E. O. Attinger

High technology: the pendulum

must swing back

High technology has been vastly expanded and misused in the health care
systems of many countries. There has been insufficient regard for the
social and economic consequences. Health care systems should be
restructured so as to strengthen the humane functions of doctors and
others. Funds should be redirected towards technologies that can
effectively improve the health status of the whole population.

At the beginning of the second half of the
twentieth century the relatively simple
infectious and parasitic diseases were no
longer a major health threat in the
developed countries. Supported by
burgeoning research, the medical profession
began to experiment with interventions
aimed at curing or at least easing the more
complex chronic diseases. Advances in the
basic medical sciences and in technology led
to a rapid growth in diagnostic, therapeutic
and rehabilitative methodologies. The close
relationship between doctor and patient
gave way to depersonalized, sophisticated
technology which, at least initially, made the
hospital the exclusive workshop of the
modern physician.

The author is Forsyth Professor and Chairman of the
Division of Biomedical Engineering, School of
Engineering and Applied Science and School of
Medicine, University of Virginia, Charlottesville,

VA 22908, USA.
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Two basic mistakes

The shareholders of the medical-industrial
complex tended to regard health care like
any other industry or public utility and
thereby committed two serious mistakes.
The first can be ascribed to entrepreneurs
who underestimated development
requirements. One obvious consequence was
the premature application of new
technologies, as in the case of artificial
hearts. The second mistake involved the
application of free-market philosophy to a
service system differing basically from any
other industry or public utility for the
following reasons. The occurrence of illness
is often uncertain, the use of the health care
system may extend over very long periods
with profound economic consequences, and
the information is mainly in the hands of
the health care providers. Health care
systems are used by patients largely because
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