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and technological therapies make research one of the 
most rapidly advancing medical fields. New therapies will 
help people live longer, more comfortable, and productive 
lives—if they can afford and have access to the care. As sci-
ence moves rapidly, ethical questions about the use of fetal 
tissue in experiments and treatments, cloning, prolonging 
life, and other issues challenge ethicists and lawmakers.

In addition to advances in medical science, there have 
been other positive steps taken to increase the health of 
the population. Public health refers to efforts to fight dis-
ease, promote health, and raise life expectancy rates. 
Recent public-health accomplishments include improved 
motor vehicle safety, safer workplaces, control of more 
infectious diseases, greater access to family planning and 
prenatal care, and education of citizens about the dangers 
of tobacco and other unhealthy substances.

Problems in the U.S. Health Care System.  Although 
the United States is the country of choice for many types of 
surgeries, and the health care is exceptional for those with 
plenty of money, issues like life expectancy are alarming, as 
Figure 11.4 indicates. The bar in the middle labeled OECD is 
the average for countries in the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, all of which are Global 
North countries. The United States is below the average. It 
loses 3 times as many years of life to infectious diseases and 2 
times as many to metabolic diseases as the average OECD 
nation (Kliff 2014). Much of this is because the health care is 
so unevenly distributed in the United States.

Maldistribution of Health Care. In addition to a lack of 
doctors in rural and poor areas, inequality in U.S. health 
care also relates to the unequal distribution of doctors by 
state. Some states have higher ratios of physicians per resi-
dents than other states. Massachusetts has the most 
“active patient care doctors” per 100,000 residents with 
432.4; Mississippi has the fewest with 184.7. Look at 
Figure 11.5 to see the variation.

Thinking Sociologically
Given the previous discussion, how might where you 
live affect your health care?

Health Care Cost and Funding. One of the most serious 
problems for health care systems and consumers in the 
United States, however, is the cost of health care. Now at 
174% of the gross national product, the United States 
spends twice as much per year on health care as most other 
Global North countries (Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services 2014). The cost of drugs is also higher than in most 

other countries. In order to find affordable medicine, some 
U.S. citizens are mail-ordering drugs from foreign pharma-
cies, a practice that critics say lacks quality controls and 
could be dangerous (Rosenthal 2013). Table 11.3 shows the 
increases in health care costs over time in the United States.

Out-of-pocket expenses (the costs of insurance plus 
deductibles) have doubled over the past 10 years and are 
now almost 10% of the median income (Schoen, Radley, 

FIGURE 11.4  Life Expectancy at Birth
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