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The Hippocratic 
Oath



Hippocratic Oath

First, Do 
No Harm



The Good Samaritan
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Hippocratic Oath

Stop and 
Render Aid
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In an emergency situation, 
is a doctor morally 

obligated to provide 
services for free?



What constitutes an 
emergency?





Health Insurance



Source: Kaiser Family Foundation 2017 Employee Benefits Survey



Why are insurance premiums so high?

1. Rising drug costs

2. Rising medical costs

3. Insurance company profits 

and administrative costs

Guaranteed Issue



Health Care Providers Big Pharma

Big Insurance Companies



Is that ok?

• The truth is that pharmaceutical manufacturers, 
healthcare providers, and insurance carriers all make 
considerable profits.

• Is it ethical to make a profit off of another person’s 
desperate situation? 

• There is no right or wrong answer, but there are strong 
arguments on both sides.

• In today’s class, we’ll explore those arguments.



Prescription Drugs



Why are drug prices so high?

Research and development costs

Manufacturing costs

Biologics / specialty drugs

Pharmacy Benefit Manager mark-ups

Direct-to-consumer advertising

Third-party payment system



Research and development costs

• We found that the premiums 
pharmaceutical companies earn from 
charging substantially higher prices for 
their medications in the US compared to 
other Western countries generates 
substantially more than the companies 
spend globally on their research and 
development. 

• This finding counters the claim that the 
higher prices paid by US patients and 
taxpayers are necessary to fund 
research and development. 

• Rather, there are billions of dollars left 
over even after worldwide research 
budgets are covered. 

Source: http://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20170307.059036/full/



Manufacturing costs

The rising costs of drug manufacture has…driven 
the high growth of Contract Manufacturing 
Organizations (CMOs), which offer outsourced 
manufacturing operations – allowing pharma 
companies to remain competitive and cost 
efficient.

Source: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/pharma-manufacturing-costs-least-east-best-west-jack-shute/



Biologics / specialty drugs

• The Pew Charitable Trusts defines specialty drugs as “medications with 

high costs for a course of treatment or a year of therapy,” pointing out 

that “85 percent of health plans consider high cost a determining factor in 

identifying specialty drugs.” The government does as well: according to 

Pew, Medicare considers pharmaceuticals costing $600 or more per month 

to be specialty drugs.

• Specialty drugs are currently used by only 1 to 2 percent of the American 

public but are responsible for 38 percent of the total drug spend in this 

country. (Source:  Express Scripts, 2015 Drug Trend Report)



Pharmacy Benefit Manager mark-ups

• Large PBMs such as Express Scripts, CVS Caremark and 
OptumRx, negotiate with pharma companies for lower 
prices, discounts and rebates on each prescription 
filled. 

• In return, the drug companies are included on the 
PBMs' formularies, the list of drugs insurance will cover. 

• PBMs claim they pass these savings onto the health 
plans they work for, which in turn lowers prices for 
consumers.

• But it doesn't always seem to happen that way. How 
much in rebates pharmaceutical companies give and 
PBMs receive are not disclosed.

Source: https://www.cbsnews.com/news/drug-prices-rising-pharmacy-benefit-managers-middle-man/



Direct to Consumer Advertising



Third Party Payment System



Despite the cost, big pharma discovers and 
manufactures life-saving medications

Preventive drugs

Maintenance drugs

Specialty drugs that can actually cure a 
condition rather than simply treat the 
symptoms

Some prescription drugs help lower medical 
costs by delaying or eliminating the need 
for more costly medical treatment.



Not Everyone Agrees



Medical Care



Medical Inflation

• For years, health insurance prices have increased faster 

than workers’ earnings.

• We all know that health insurance is expensive because 

health care is expensive – insurance companies are 

simply paying a portion of the health care bills.

• For years, medical inflation has outpaced general 

inflation.

• Why???



Why is medical inflation so high?

• Hospital consolidation

• New, expensive tests and treatments

• Medical malpractice lawsuits and defensive medicine

• Supply and demand

• System inefficiencies

• Medical providers charge too much… or do they?



Despite the high costs, people benefit from 
medical advancements

• New, more effective treatments

• Technological advancements

• More accurate tests

• Are the costs justified? Or would you be willing to accept 

less medical innovation/advancement if it meant lower 

costs?



Health Insurance



Why are health insurance premiums so high?

Health insurance is expensive because health care is expensive, and 
insurance companies pay the bills.

Health reform has added new essential benefits, which drives up costs.

The guaranteed issue provision, combined with a weak individual mandate 
and other factors, has led to adverse selection for carriers.

A portion of the premium does go toward profits and administrative expenses 
and helps pay the commissions of independent agents who sell the plans. 



people need insurance to protect themselves 
against potentially catastrophic medical expenses

Protects people 
financially

Provides peace of 
mind

Allows people to 
access medical care 

Despite the high premiums… 



Moral and ethical issues 

(interactive conversation)



Is it moral for big insurance companies, drug 
makers, and hospital systems to:

• Charge so much for the services they provide?

• Make record profits at a time when people can’t seem to 

afford their premiums or out-of-pocket costs?

• Withhold treatment from someone who needs medical 

care?



Is it moral/ethical to expect these firms to 
provide free treatment, care, or coverage? 

• Don’t we want these companies to make a lot of money 

so they can fund R&D costs, have an incentive to 

continue to develop better treatments, and pay claims 

costs?



Single Payer vs. Private Market



Single payer / Medicare for All

• Ethical arguments for single-payer

• Practical arguments for single-payer

• Ethical arguments against single-payer

• Practical arguments against single-payer



Private Market

• Ethical arguments for private market solutions

• Practical arguments for private market solutions

• Ethical arguments against private market solutions

• Practical arguments against private market solutions



Government efforts to control costs



Prescription drugs

• Speeding drugs to market / reducing the red tape

• Government negotiation with drug companies

• Investigating price gouging accusations (ex: Mylan/EpiPen)

• Have these been effective?

• What else should the government be doing (if anything)?



Medical providers

• Requiring price transparency

• Regulating / limiting consolidation in the industry

• Encouraging new medical school students

• Have these been effective?

• What else should the government be doing (if anything)?



Insurance companies

• Medical loss ratio requirements

• Premium justification

• Limiting CEO pay

• Have these been effective?

• What else should the government be doing (if anything)?



The Reality

• Health care and health insurance are a mess in this country. 

• The price is very high, for a number of reasons, which leaves too 
many people without coverage and unable to access care.

• At the same time, lowering the price requires sacrifices (in 
quality, innovation, profit) that many industries and we as a 
country may not be willing to make.

• This is not an easy problem to solve, but, in the process, we must 
take care not to lose sight of the moral and ethical implications of 
our decisions.



Questions?


