
US Needs Primary Care

Robert M Califf MD

Professor, Duke University

“Chief Provocateur”

Former 22nd and 25th Commissioner of the US Food and Drugs 
Administration



Health Trends

•US has worst outcomes among large, high 
income countries

•But spends much more $$ 



Source: David Blumenthal et al., Mirror, Mirror 2024: A Portrait of the Failing U.S. Health System — Comparing Performance in 10 Nations

(Commonwealth Fund, Sept. 2024). https://doi.org/10.26099/ta0g-zp66

The United States lags its international peers considerably on health system 
performance.

EXHIBIT 2 — Overall Performance Ranking

Note: To normalize performance scores across countries, each score is the calculated standard deviation from a nine-country average that excludes the US. See “How We Conducted This Study” for more 

detail.

Data: Commonwealth Fund analysis.
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Source: David Blumenthal et al., Mirror, Mirror 2024: A Portrait of the Failing U.S. Health System — Comparing Performance in 10 Nations

(Commonwealth Fund, Sept. 2024). https://doi.org/10.26099/ta0g-zp66

Health Care Spending as a Percentage of GDP, 1980–2023
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NETH (10.1%)

AUS (9.8%)

EXHIBIT 3 — Health Care Spending

Notes: GDP = gross domestic product. Current expenditures on health. Based on System of Health Accounts methodology, with some differences between country methodologies. 

* Data for CAN, GER, SWE, and the UK from 2023; data for AUS, FRA, NETH, NZ, SWIZ, and the US from 2022.

Data: OECD Health Data, July 2024.

Percent (%) of GDP

2023 data*:
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Source: David Blumenthal et al., Mirror, Mirror 2024: A Portrait of the Failing U.S. Health System — Comparing Performance in 10 Nations

(Commonwealth Fund, Sept. 2024). https://doi.org/10.26099/ta0g-zp66

Health Care System Performance Compared to Spending
EXHIBIT 4 — Performance vs. Spending

Notes: GDP = gross domestic product. Health care spending as a percentage of GDP. Performance scores are based on standard deviation calculated from the nine-country average that excludes the US. 

See “How We Conducted This Study” for more detail.

Data: Spending data are from OECD for the year 2022 and 2023 (updated in July 2024).
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Source: David Blumenthal et al., Mirror, Mirror 2024: A Portrait of the Failing U.S. Health System — Comparing Performance in 10 Nations

(Commonwealth Fund, Sept. 2024). https://doi.org/10.26099/ta0g-zp66
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Americans live the shortest lives and have the most avoidable deaths.
EXHIBIT 9 — Health Outcomes

Note: To normalize performance scores across countries, each score is the calculated standard deviation from a nine-country average that excludes the US. See “How We Conducted This Study” for more 

detail.

Data: Commonwealth Fund analysis.
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Outcomes are Related to Easily 
Measurable Factors
• “Traditional disparities”

• Sex, gender, race, ethnicity

• ”Social determinants”
• Wealth, education

• Geography (“zip code trumps genetic code”)
• Rural status is biggest changing factor
• Urban low resource neighborhoods



FDA.gov 9

Life expectancy at birth in the United States, by race and ethnicity, 
and in peer countries for years 2010-18 and 2020. 



https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/interactive/2023/american-life-expectancy-
dropping/https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2023/10/02/takeaways-us-life-expectancy-crisis/

https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/interactive/2023/american-life-expectancy-dropping/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2023/10/02/takeaways-us-life-expectancy-crisis/
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/interactive/2023/american-life-expectancy-dropping/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2023/10/02/takeaways-us-life-expectancy-crisis/




Data Looked Slightly Better in Last 
Year
• The big underlying health issues are basic issues, most 

of which are amenable to known interventions

• And many of which are preventable with fundamental 
attention to health habits

• Tobacco, exercise, blood pressure, diet, adherence and 
persistence to effective medicines (most of which are 
generic)



FDA.gov 15

US Life Expectancy Improved Slightly in Most Recent Data
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Americans don’t feel that the 
healthcare system cares about them



7% 9%

13% 15%

48% 45%

32% 31%

Economic security Emotional / mental health

How Americans Feel About Their Health Today

To best solve issues affecting the well-being of future 

generations in the US, what specific areas should we prioritize?

Importance of investing in…

Prioritize

(6-10, NET) 80% 77%

10
Highest 

priority

6-9
More 

priority

5 Neutral

0-4
No or Less 

priority

Source: Sesame Workshop-Harris Poll (May 2024; n=2,012; U.S.); APA-Harris Poll (August 2023; n=3,185; U.S.); The Harris Poll-Milken Institute FHS Collaboration (November 2024; n=2106; U.S.); 

52%
Americans

Say following social media health and wellness trends is 

more accessible than trying to connect with medical 

professionals

(Gen Z: 54%, MLS: 62%, Gen X: 55%, Boomers: 38%)

66%
Americans

Agree, “I have to be responsible for my health because no one 

else seems to care” 

(Gen Z: 56%, MLS: 77%, Gen X: 67%, Boomers: 63%)



What Patients Want, But Don’t Always Receive

• Preventive care that’s accessible for everyone

• Greater coordination of care between providers

• Transparent billing / easier appointments

• Seamless access to medical records / histories

Source: ZS-Harris Poll (August 2023; n=9,500 consumers, n=1,055 PCPs; U.S. U.K. Germany, Sweden, Japan, China); AAPA-Harris Poll (February/March 2023; n=2,519; U.S.); CVS Health-Harris Poll National Health Project (February 2022; n=2020; U.S.) 

40%
Americans

Give the U.S. healthcare system an A or B 

rating (10%, 30%, respectively)

70%
Americans

Report the healthcare system isn’t meeting 

their needs

51%
Americans

Directly feel the effects of healthcare worker 

shortages (e.g., cancellations, delays, etc.)

49%
40%

U.S. Patients

Wants Partnership Has Partnership

76%

84%

U.S.

Patients Providers

Preventative Healthcare 
Should Be A Priority

Gap Occurs As Patients Don’t 
Receive The Partnership They 

Want

Yet, Our System Isn’t Providing Necessary Support



As Healthcare Becomes Increasingly Out Of Reach

51%

Couldn’t pay off an unexpected 

$5,000 health care out-of-pocket 

expense

Americans44%

Have skipped/delayed care in the 

past two years, with 40% saying the 

reason was concern about cost

Americans

69%

Don’t have a financial plan on how to 

pay for healthcare costs in retirement

Americans with 
Chronic Conditions66%

Are terrified of what healthcare 

costs may do to their retirement plans

Americans

Worries Extend Into Retirement Considerations

Source: AAPA-Harris Poll (February/March 2023; n=2,519; U.S.); Nationwide-Harris Poll (August/September 2023; n=1,260; U.S.); 



AI Might Be Okay, But We Really Want Humans 

Technology For Longevity

• 72% globally want 

advanced technology to 

live longer.

• 26% of Americans expect 

AI advancements in health 

care to add over a 

decade to their lifespan.

Leveraging Technology 
To Attain Balance

• 77% globally are 

interested in using AI to 

help their well-being and 

to monitor burnout & 

stress. 

Monitoring Clinician 
Burnout With GenAI

• 91% of providers feel 

positive about GenAI for 

administrative tasks.

• Yet, 53% of Americans 

think the healthcare 

system cares more about 

AI innovation than 

improving patient 

experiences.

Keeping “Humans” In 
Health 

• 92% of Americans say 

“P.A.s should be allowed 

to provide care to the 

fullest extent of their 

education, training, and 

experience.”

• 91% think fully utilizing 

P.A.s improves patient 

health.

Source: MetLife-Harris Poll (January 2023; n=18,506; Australia, Bangladesh, Brazil, Chile, China, India, Japan, South Korea, Mexico, Turkey, U.K., U.S.; Nationwide-Harris Poll (July 2024; n=1,692; U.S.); The Harris Poll-Milken Institute FHS Collaboration (October 2024; n=2,138; U.S.); Google Cloud-Harris Poll (August/September 2024; 

n=821 healthcare providers; U.S.); Arcadia-Harris Poll (January 2024; n=102 senior IT healthcare leaders; U.S.)



For Better American Health, Partnerships Need To Be 

Built Between People & Institutions

86%

Are ready to work with 

their doctors and health 

professionals to create 

change in our healthcare

Americans90%

Say fixing the 

healthcare system 

requires everyone –

patients, doctors, experts, 

etc.

Americans 57%

Worry there won’t be 

systemic change in 

healthcare for many 

years
(BIPOC: 61%, MLS: 60%)

Americans

Yet… 

Source: The Harris Poll-Milken Institute FHS Collaboration (October 2024; n=2,095; November 2024; n=2106; U.S.)

One key area of focus? 

Preventative care 71% Say they would be healthier if they had access to better preventative care

86% Say we need to shift the health system from treatment to prevention



Primary Care is a Critical Force
• Countries with primary care systems achieve equal or better health 

status at much less cost

• USAID has done a “natural experiment” of investing in primary care in 
low income countries with excellent results
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USAID,2024



GLOBAL HEALTH FOCUS:THE MASSIVE GAP IN SURVIVAL

Data Source: United Nations World Population Prospects (2022).

Life Expectancy at Birth, by
Region,1950-1961



UNEXPECTEDLY,SOME USAID PARTNER COUNTRIES CAMETO MATCH
OR EVEN EXCEED US LIFESPAN

Data Source: United Nations World Population Prospects (2022).

LIFE EXPECTANCYAT BIRTH,1950-2023,
IN CHILE (CHL),COSTA RICA (CRI), 

THAILAND (THA),USA,AND SRI LANKA
(LKA)



Sources: World Bank, United

Nations.

COUNTRIESARE MATCHING US LIFE EXPECTANCY WITHAS LITTLEAS
$300 PER CAPITA FOR HEALTH



THE ROLE OF PRIMARY HEALTH CARE IN DELIVERING ESSENTIAL SERVICES
AND IMPROVING MORTALITY

The Navrongo Randomized Trial in
Ghana
Provided villages with a salaried 
community nurse with PHC training 
(e.g. FP,malaria, birth services) PLUS 
community outreach workers 
visiting every household.

Results:

Increased immunization, facility 
childbirth, use of child illness 
services, contraception

70% reduction in child mortality 
in 7 years,50% in 3 years

The Ethiopia Health Extension 
Program
Since 2002,the HEP employed 30,000 
rural health extension workers to 
deliver basic health services through 
18,000 health posts and home outreach 
on a national scale.

Results:

Increased service availability to 80m+
people living in rural and pastoral areas who 
previously had not had access to basic 
healthcare services

66% drop in under-five mortality1

27

Global Health Sci Pract 2013;1(1):117-133

Bull of the World Health Organization 2006;84:949-955

Ethiopia Demographic Health Survey data between 1990-2019



COSTA RICA’S UNIVERSAL PRIMARY CARE DESIGN

Costa Rica“HealthAreas”
In 1995,Costa Rica began a staggered roll 
out of itsWorld Bank-supported health 
reform to establish universal 
comprehensive, continuous, and 
coordinated primary care.

28

The HealthArea intervention focused on 
integrating public health services, 
preventive,and curative care within 
community-based primary clinics.
Involved geographically assigning Costa 
Ricans to specific units based on their 
place of residence (“empanelment”) 
and establishing EBAIS teams with 
multidisciplinary capabilities and regular
home-based outreach.



THAILAND’STRAJECTORY

Data Source: United Nations World Population Prospects (2022).

LIFE EXPECTANCY AT
BIRTH,1950-2023



Getting Reliable Information to 
People is a Critical Role



37

Varying forms of misinformation carry different levels of threat 

“Disinformation,” is intended to mislead and is disseminated with knowledge that those who succumb to it could be harmed

“Malinformation” is which represents a purposeful effort to harm others directly by spreading incorrect information. 

https://flowersforsocrates.com/2018/08/12/disinformation-misinformation-malinformation-involves-framing/

https://flowersforsocrates.com/2018/08/12/disinformation-misinformation-malinformation-involves-framing/
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Francis S Collins; The Road to Wisdom 2024
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A Community of Shared Standards

Paul Starr, The Social Transformation of American Medicine, 1982 (p. 12):

Doctors . . . claim authority, Not as individuals, 

but as members of a community that has 
objectively validated their competence. 

The professional offers judgments and advice, not 

as a personal act based on privately revealed or 

idiosyncratic criteria, but as a representative of 

a community of shared standards.



Primary Care is Countercurrent to  Several 
Dominant Trends in US Healthcare

• As long as the primary metric is profit, we will continue to see 
investment in profitable delivery approaches that cater to those with 
good coverage or wealth

• The fragmentation and suboptimization of the system create 
enormous chasms that are difficult for primary care to overcome, 
especially when combined with the current financial system
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Suboptimization

FDA.gov 45

A consequence of failure to integrate is suboptimization: 
Suboptimization is a term that has been adopted for a 
common policy mistake. 
It refers to the practice of focusing on one component of a 
total and making changes intended to improve that one 
component and ignoring the effects on the other 
components.



If home, primary care offices and 
digital health could be integrated….

•That would be an American solution to a 
problem that we have been unable to solve 
up until now
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NVIDIA
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“Technological solutions also tend to rise 
into society’s penthouses, while
epidemics (diseases) seep into its cracks”



The Glass Cockpit Project
• In 1960’s multiple gauges added to cockpit, causing cognitive 

overload for pilots

• NASA did massive project, yielding

• Construct of the glass cockpit

• Data standards

• Standardized display of data 

• Autopilot for functions that could be automated, freeing 
pilot to perform integrative functions

• Doctor/patient pairs need a cockpit to enhance decision making 
by aggregating relevant information in a cognitively appealing 
format  

Thanks to David F Kong MD



Information Overload



The “Glass Cockpit”



Transforming the Healthcare System

HOME

Prevention 
& Wellness

Acute & 
Urgent 

Care

Post-Acute 
Care

Clinical 
Evidence 

Generation

Chronic 
Care

End-of-Life 
Hospice

• No person should be left behind in healthcare

• Clinical care and evidence generation 
centered on the person not the system 

• Health and wellness delivered at home and 
uniquely shaped experientially for the 
occupant 

• Integrative medical devices and technology 
that are not interruptive, distracting and 
counter to the home experience are the way 
of the future

• Home is the frontier often neglected in device 
development and conceptualization but 
critical to their success



Home as a Healthcare Hub
CDRH is launching the co-creation of a prototype home model 

• To facilitate innovation of integrated, consumer-friendly, medical-grade 
technology to deliver and expand access to first-class care at home

• In collaboration with an architectural firm, patient groups, healthcare 
providers, and medical device industry

Foster the discussion of 
frameworks and 

identification of missing 
critical elements in a 
precompetitive space

Pilot effort in the clinical 
area of diabetes given 
marked racial, ethnic, 

and geographic 
disparities in prevalence 
and burden of disease

Home as a 
Healthcare 

Hub

Facilitate adaptation of 
existing devices and 

development of innovative 
new devices to nestle 

unobtrusively in the home 
environment
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Use digital technology 
to improve health for 

populations and individuals 
(rising tide raises all ships)

Use digital technology to 
segment the population to 

optimize finances in a balkanized 
fashion (magnifies disparities)

The combination of digitization & current health trends give us a 
fork in the road



Company /Industry Core Business
Transformational 

Change

Digital Disruption 
Enhance Existing 
Income Model?

Successful Internal 
Transformation? Digital Disrupter

Photographic Film & 
Paper

Digital Photography NO X

Selling Books from 
Stores

Online Book Orders NO X

Lending Money
ATMs and Online 

Banking YES ✔︎ All Modern Banks

Video Rental Digital Streaming NO X

Fee-for-Service 
Health Care

Value-based, Digitally 
Enabled Medicine NO ? ?

Sell more medical 
products at higher 

prices

Value based 
reimbursement NO ? ? 

Steve Steinhubl 2019

History of Digital Disruption

55www.fda.gov


