
Improve health outcomes with patients — the true care providers 
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MGMA Communications Writer 
 The health care system has it backward, according to David S. Sobel, M.D., M.P.H. — 
instead of patients being consumers of care, they are the true primary care physicians for their 
own health. 
 The physician’s statement is strengthened by what he calls a “fundamental truth”: More 
than 80 percent of medical symptoms are self-diagnosed without the patient ever entering the 
health care system. 
 “What if we were able to educate and equip patients — the true primary care physicians 
— to care for themselves and their families? How much stronger would outcomes be?” asked 
Sobel, regional director, patient education and health promotion, Kaiser Permanente Medical 
Care Program, Oakland, Calif. 
 For instance, Sobel said any parent knows the visceral, gut-wrenching trauma faced when 
his or her youngsters get a fever. Fear — and trips to the pediatrician — was curbed during a 
randomized clinical trial in which 500 families, in addition to receiving an informational 
pamphlet, watched a 10-minute video about childhood fevers. 
 “The parents liked the video because it didn’t make them feel stupid,” Sobel said during 
his presentation at the MGMA Western Section and California MGMA Conference. 
 The results: increased knowledge about fevers, raised confidence in managing fevers, 
higher patient satisfaction and, eight months later, a 35 percent drop in pediatric visits for 
childhood fevers and a 25 percent reduction in all acute visits. 
 
Power of the mind 
 Sobel said a few “limiting assumptions” hinder quality care. Rather than assuming 
patients are consumers of health care, consider them providers of health care; and encourage 
them to enjoy healthy pleasures rather than to reduce medical risk factors (see box at right). 
 Also, tap into the human mind, which Sobel called the “unexploited ally” that keeps the 
body alive. 
 He asked attendees if their practices were set up to manage the problems that physicians 
can face daily. For example, a typical primary care group will find the following within its 
patient load: 
 
• major depression, 5 percent to 14 percent; 
• panic, 11 percent; and 
• substance abuse, 10 percent to 30 percent. 
 
 “We’re left with predominantly psychological problems,” Sobel said, adding that 16 
percent of the time primary care physicians find a physical or organic cause to the problem; the 
cause is unknown 74 percent of the time.  
 “We spend most of our time hunting down the medical illness, and that’s not the cause of 
the problem,” he added. 
 Sobel said data from clinical trials show that “behavioral medicine” can improve survival 
rates in breast cancer and melanoma, decrease cardiac events and risk by 75 percent, improve 



functional status with chronic illness, boost immune function, decrease arthritis pain, speed skin 
clearing with psoriasis and reduce surgical blood loss. 
 “This is never regarded as real medicine,” he said. “Clinical trials show [that it works], 
yet we ignore the psychosomatic domain.” 
 
The ‘write’ way to stress reduction 
 Another nonclinical remedy has been found to reduce stress — writing. When patients 
write their deepest thoughts and feelings for 15 minutes for up to five consecutive days, the 
results include fewer symptoms and physician visits, fewer days off from work, improved mood 
and positive outlook, enhanced immunity and relief from chronic illness. 
 In a clinical study, 112 patients with asthma and rheumatoid arthritis wrote about their 
most stressful event or emotionally neutral topics for 20 minutes for three straight days. The 
outcomes after four months were: 
 
• 47 percent clinically relevant improvements; 
• 28 percent overall improvement in arthritis disease activity; and 
• 12 percent improvement in lung function. 

 
 Sobel said, “Efficient self-care is about increasing utilization for all resources by 
heightening patients’ education, confidence and competency.” 
 
SIDEBAR 
 
Life’s simple pleasures are healthy treasures 
 
 David S. Sobel, M.D., M.B.A., stressed that the inclusion of healthy pleasures pays off 
twice: immediate enjoyment and better health. 
 “Being healthy doesn’t mean arduous activities and controls,” he said. “It’s also healthy 
pleasures.” 
 His list of heart-healthy pleasures includes: 
 
•  Happiness — Depression in coronary patients is a better predictor of future cardiac events 

than severity of coronary artery damage, high cholesterol and smoking; 
•  Marital satisfaction — Divorce is the heart-attack-risk equivalent of smoking one pack of 

cigarettes daily; 
•  Pets — After a heart attack, pet owners had one-fifth the rate of a recurrence; 
•  Alcohol — One or two drinks daily cut the risk of heart disease by one-third; 
•  Education — Higher levels of education are associated with nearly 50 percent less cardiac 

risk after controlling for smoking, hypertension, obesity and elevated cholesterol; 
•  Humor — For patients following a heart attack, humor videos accounted for fewer irregular 

rhythms, lower blood pressure, less medication and one-fifth the rate of a recurrence; 
•  Naps — Men taking a siesta were 30 percent to 50 percent less likely to have a heart attack; 

and 
•  Sexual activity — Men having sex twice or more per week, compared to less than once a 

month, had half the risk of heart-related death. 
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