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PUBLIC HEALTH
	· Spending on health care: plurality believes disease prevention and health promotion should be higher priority than treatment of disease 
· Large majorities believe the main public health activities are very important even if they don't know what "public health" is 

· Increase in support for research into causes and prevention of diseases.


_______________________________________________________________
by Humphrey Taylor
An ounce of prevention may be worth a pound of cure but public health, many health care experts believe, is under-funded because it is less glamorous than the miracle drugs and high-tech surgery which cure and treat people with diseases and accidents. One problem, reported in this column in 1996, is that most people have little or no idea what the words "public health" mean. However, a new Harris Poll finds that most public health activities . such as health promotion and disease prevention, immunization, reducing environmental risks, and scientific research into the causes and prevention of disease are seen by almost everyone as extremely important . whether or not they are thought of as "public health."
Furthermore, this survey shows that a two-to-one plurality believes that we should spend relatively more of all health spending on the prevention of disease and relatively less on the treatment of disease. The key word here is "relatively"; other surveys have shown substantial public support for increased spending overall on health, including medical care and medical research.
These are some of the results of a Harris Poll of 1,009 adults surveyed by telephone between September 17 and 21, 1999.
Public health advocates should be heartened by these results. However, they should recognize that while many people recognize, in their heads, the need to increase spending on prevention and public health, their hearts (and their pocketbooks) may still respond more sympathetically to the need to treat the sick, the suffering and the dying. The argument for spending on treatment is highly emotional. Our new 

High-tech ability to save the lives of tiny premature babies (Neonatology) is more moving than the prevention of low birth weight babies. The argument for spending on public health is more intellectual, more rational, and does not pack the same emotional punch.
Some of the main findings of this Harris Poll are:
· By 46% to 23%, a two-to-one plurality of the public favors spending a higher proportion of all health care dollars on prevention and health promotion and relatively less on treatment. One-fifth would leave the balance as it is. 

· Very large majorities believe all of the following are "very important": 

	
The prevention of the spread of infectious diseases like tuberculosis, measles, flu and AIDS 

	91%

	
Conducting medical research into the causes and prevention of diseases
	88%

	
Immunization to prevent diseases
	87%

	
Making sure people are not exposed to unsafe water supply, dangerous air pollution or toxic waste
	86%

	
Working to reduce death and injuries from violence
	85%

	
Encouraging people to live healthier lifestyles, to eat well, and not to smoke
	68%

	
Working to reduce death and injuries from accidents at work, in the home and on the streets
	66%

	
Encouraging people to exercise more, lose and control their weight
	56%


· This support for public health activities has not changed substantially since the question was asked last, in 1996. The biggest change: an increase of six points, from 82% to 88%, in the importance of medical research into the causes and prevention of diseases. 

· Support for increased public health spending is strongest among the college educated (65%) and people with post-graduate degrees (61%). It is also stronger among Democrats (50%) than among Republicans (40%) and stronger among those in higher income households than among those with lower incomes. In other words, those with more political influence the affluent and the better educated . are even more supportive of public health than the public generally. 

Humphrey Taylor is the Chairman of The Harris Poll.
NOTE:This is the first of three columns on public health issues that will appear over the next three months.
TABLE 1
MOST PUBLIC HEALTH ACTIVITIES SEEN AS VERY IMPORTANT
"How important do you think each of these are to improving the health of the public . very important, somewhat important, not very important, or not at all important?"
	
	Very
Important
%
	Somewhat
Important
%
	Not Very
Important
%
	Not At All
Important
%
	Don't Know/
Refused
%

	The prevention of the spread of
infectious diseases like tuberculosis,
measles, flu and AIDS
	91
	7
	1
	*
	*

	Conducting medical research into the
causes and prevention of diseases
	88
	11
	*
	*
	*

	Immunization to prevent diseases
	87
	11
	1
	1
	1

	Making sure people are not exposed
to unsafe water supply, dangerous air
pollution or toxic waste
	86
	11
	2
	*
	*

	Working to reduce death and injuries
from violence
	85
	12
	2
	1
	*

	Encouraging people to live healthier
lifestyles, to eat well, and not to smoke
	68
	22
	5
	5
	*

	Working to reduce death and injuries
from accidents at work, in the home
and on the streets
	66
	29
	4
	2
	*

	Encouraging people to exercise more,
lose and control their weight
	56
	30
	8
	6
	*


TABLE 2
IMPORTANCE OF PUBLIC HEALTH ACTIVITIES . TRENDS
"How important do you think each of these are to improving the health of the public . very important, somewhat important, not very important, or not at all important?"
	
	ALL SAYING
"VERY IMPORTANT"
	CHANGE

	
	1996
%
	September
1999
%
	

	The prevention of the spread of infectious diseases like tuberculosis, measles, flu and AIDS
	93
	91
	-2

	Conducting medical research into the causes and prevention of diseases
	82
	88
	+6

	Immunization to prevent diseases
	90
	87
	-3

	Making sure people are not exposed to unsafe water supply, dangerous air pollution or toxic waste
	83
	86
	+3

	Encouraging people to live healthier lifestyles, to eat well, exercise and not to smoke
	72
	68
	-4


TABLE 3
SHOULD WE SPEND MORE OR LESS ON PUBLIC HEALTH 

RELATIVE TO MEDICAL CARE
"All of the things I have just mentioned are part of what is called PUBLIC HEALTH, sometimes called DISEASE PREVENTION AND HEALTH PROMOTION. Currently we spend about 4 cents on public health for every dollar we spend on treating people for diseases or injuries. Do you think we have got the balance about right or should we spend relatively more on public health and less on treatment or relatively more on treatment and less on public health?"
	
	Total
%
	EDUCATION
	PARTY I.D.

	
	
	High
School
or
Less
%
	Some
College
	College
Grad
%
	Post
Grad
%
	Repub-
lican
%
	Demo-
crat
%
	Inde-
pendent
%

	We have got the balance
about right
	21
	21
	25
	14
	21
	28
	15
	21

	We should spend relatively more on public health
	46
	39
	45
	65
	61
	40
	50
	46

	We should spend relatively more in treatment
	23
	30
	18
	16
	13
	22
	27
	22

	Don' t know/Refused
	10
	11
	12
	6
	6
	11
	8
	10


	
	Total
%
	INCOME

	
	
	$15000
or
Less
%
	$15001
to
$25000
%
	$25001
to
$35000
%
	$35001
to
$50000
%
	$50001
to
$75000
%
	$75001
or
More
%

	We have got the balance
about right
	21
	28
	18
	17
	19
	17
	19

	We should spend relatively
more on public health
	46
	29
	46
	52
	50
	51
	53

	We should spend relatively
more in treatment
	23
	33
	25
	22
	23
	23
	17

	Don' t know/Refused
	10
	10
	10
	9
	8
	9
	11


Methodology
This Harris Poll was conducted by telephone within the United States between September 17-21, 1999, among a nationwide cross section of 1,009 adults. Figures for age, sex, race, education, number of adults and number of voice/telephone lines in the household were weighted where necessary to bring them into line with their actual proportions in the population.
In theory, with a sample of this size, one can say with 95 percent certainty that the results have a statistical precision of plus or minus 3 percentage points of what they would be if the entire adult population had been polled with complete accuracy. Unfortunately, there are several other possible sources of error in all polls or surveys that are probably more serious than theoretical calculations of sampling error. They include refusals to be interviewed (non-response), question wording and question order, interviewer bias, weighting by demographic control data and screening (e.g., for likely voters). It is difficult or impossible to quantify the errors that may result from these factors. 

These statements conform to the principles of disclosure of the National Council on Public Polls.
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