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Presentation Objectives

By the end of this presentation, you will be 
able to:

• Identify 3 challenges to data transparency
• List 3 policies instituted by Consumers 

Union (CU) that address these challenges
• Describe tool(s) for communicating data to 

support consumer choice
Transparency really is an achievable goal!
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Goal!

Actionable data that meet these criteria:
Transparent
Independent
Stable
Sustainable
Credible
Relevant
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Are we there yet?

The medical profession has sold its 
soul in exchange for what can only 
be described as bribes from 
manufacturers of drugs and medical 
devices.  
New York Times editorial
(JAMA Blumenthal et al) 
January 2006
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It’s A Long Way to Transparency

NEJM April 2007
– 1600 MD survey, 94% accepted gifts or $$

• 83% meals
• 78% free drug samples
• 35% CME/travel
• 28% consulting, speaking, research—especially 

cardiologists
• 7 % tickets
• MDs in small practices especially vulnerable
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Conflicts of Interest Abound

• JAMA, January 2003, Scope and Impact of 
Financial Conflicts of Interest in Biomedical 
Research, Systematic Review, Bekelman et al
– 25% of investigators have industry relationships
– 66% of AMCs have equity positions in start ups 

sponsoring research at same institution
– Industry sponsorship correlates with pro industry 

findings, restriction on publication and data sharing
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Light at the End of the Tunnel

• Evidence-based practice centers
• Selected Cochrane groups
• Advertising free journals
• Academic Medical Centers with individual 

and institutional policies
And…
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Consumers Union
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Consumers Union

http://www.healthwatchusa.org/index.html�


Consumers Union Conflict-of-Interest 
Guidelines

• Conflicts of interest defined in bylaws as 
“connections with commercial, business, 
manufacturing, or financial enterprises that 
would likely affect independent judgment.”

• Staff and Board subject to guidelines.
• Annual staff and Board disclosures including 

sources of income, patents and relationships.
• Reviewed by an outside conflict-of-interest 

monitor annually.
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Consumers Union Ethical 
Guidelines

• We don’t accept ads, free samples, or 
products or gifts of any kind.

• We pay our own way.
• We don’t use CU’s name or information for 

personal gain or to advance personal causes.
• We respect our customers’ privacy.
• CU’s name cannot be cited by those we rate 

in advertisements 
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But you might see…

HealthGrades
J.D. Power and Associates
Data Advantage, LLC
Modern Healthcare magazine
US News and World Report
Joint Commission
Professional Societies

You won’t see this logo here…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Blobs need to be statistically different from the mean
Results from our September 2009 Magazine story

High reader score may not match up perfectly – Cosco effect

On the overall score we list a key that explains how many points apart on the scale the overall score need to be to be significant at .01
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Commercial Independence

• A number of high profile abuses point to the 
need for separation of consumer and market 
interests.

• Commercial independence allows us to select 
our topics based on their importance to 
consumers (not their profit potential).

• Our brand is trusted by so many for so long 
because of its independence and adherence to 
these high standards.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This slide was added after the fact.  It summarizes impromptu comments made during the presentation in response to Scott Ratzan’s defense of public-private partnerships.
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About Consumers Union
• Consumers Union, non-profit publisher of Consumer 

Reports, has a 70+ year history of providing consumers 
the expert, unbiased information they need to make 
informed decisions.

• 650 employees including physicians, scientists, 
engineers, statisticians, social scientists, market analysts 
plus.  126 of these are reporters, editors, etc.

• We house more than 50 state-of-the-art testing labs and 
own a 327-acre auto test facility.  

• National Office: Yonkers, NY with auto testing in CT
• Offices in D.C., Austin, San Francisco
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Product Testing

• CU engineers and technical staff develop 
scientific evaluations that mirror the 
customer experience to test products 
(electronics, appliances, cars)

• CU employs mystery shoppers who 
anonymously buy products we test

• CU uses trained sensory panels to test 
foods and products such as audio where 
subjective judgments are also critical

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Objectivity, rigor, increasing sophistication over time
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About Our Reach
• Over 7% of all US adults read/view CR/CRO 

regularly (i.e. at least one out of every four 
issues)

• CR/CRO reach approximately 17% of the US 
adult population every six months  

• CR: almost 4.5 million subscribers
• CR on Health Newsletter: over 600,000

Source:  Simmons & Nielsen/NetRatings
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How CU Adds Value to Content

Experience presenting and developing 
ratings that are useful and understandable 
to consumers

Informed, invested consumers who are early 
adopters of health care quality information 

Consumer Reports brand lends credibility –
we are independent and trusted

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our base is in it for the long haul – loyal subscribers – can move the bar over time

Much of our web site is free
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Recent Booz Allen Study reported:
Consumers trust independent groups like Consumer Reports above
other health information sites.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Accurate
Uptodate
Trustworthy
Reputable
Brand recognition supports our success
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CR Health Ratings Center
The Health Ratings Center was created to provide unbiased analyses 

and ratings to help consumers make informed health-care decisions. 

We hold high standards for those we work with, how we deal with 
conflicts of interest, how we use data objectively, and we hold 
ourselves accountable for decisions we make.

Our experts are entirely independent of industry, so we can uniquely 
analyze information while focusing solely on the consumer -
continuing the long and valuable tradition that Consumer Reports 
stands for.

The Center provides comparisons of health services, drugs, consumer 
health care experiences, medical devices and other home medical 
supplies.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
An overall goal of improving health care!
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Hospital Ratings
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HCAHPS data

Transparent – but no patient level data
Independent – but vendors and discrepancies
Stable – March 2008 on to the future
Sustainable – free data source
Credible – documented, inclusive, thorough 

discovery process
Relevant – tremendous media pick-up

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Discrepancies in data collection process – first identified by CMS in the June release (we’ve just done the September release)
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CRTV NURSES’ SURVEY
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Some Key Steps to Getting Better Care:
Nurses’ Advice vs. Patients’ Actions

Nurses Patients

% help very 
much

% took this 
step

Working closely with health advocate, social worker, 
or case manager to coordinate care 52 12

Checking to ensure that staff routinely washes hands 
before treatment 52 15

Checking medication administered during stay 46 31

Base:  All 731 12,598
Survey Source

2009 Flash 2008 AQ

Nurses vs. Patients
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Selected Problems Nurses Observed 
During Most Recent Workweek

Nurses %

Lack of coordination among hospital staff
(e.g. conflicting information provided) 38

Issues with hospital cleanliness 28

Incorrectly administered medication or dosage 11

Doctor prescribed incorrect medication or dosage 9

Base:  All 731
Survey Source

2009 Flash

Problems Identified by Nurses
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Health Care Surveys

• How the “real-world works”
• How people choose and change treatments 
• Not clinical trials
• Longer time-frame
• Large samples
• Also panel studies (conditions and 

professionals) and nationally representative 
samples

• No corporate sponsorship
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About how many consumers did we 
survey about health topics in the 
last year?

A. 15,000
B. 125,000
C. 195,000
D. 400,000
C.    195,000
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Annual Questionnaire

• One of the largest US surveys outside 
the Census (1.1M responses in 2008)

• Huge sample size 
Rate 80+ health plans
Alternate medicine: 34,000 
respondents 

• Limitation: not nationally representative
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What are topics of interest?

– Top conditions researched in the past 30 days:
• High blood pressure
• Back pain
• Depression

– Top health topics researched in the past 30 days:
• Prescription drugs
• Medical treatments or procedures
• Exercise/fitness

Source: CRNRC Health Segmentation Study October 2008
Top conditions/topics looked for or read about online – 4082 adults 18 and older
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Survey Topics
Published:
• Attention Deficit Disorder  
• Back Pain/Back Surgery
• Diabetes
• Flu/Swine Flu
• Hearing Aids
• Helmet Use
• Laser Vision Correction
• Hospital Nurses
• Sex 
• Sunscreen

Awaiting publication:
• Allergies
• Doctors
• Eyeglasses
• Mental Health
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Popular health articles among subscribers

• Toothpaste: Whitening claims
• Cereals: Cheaper brands match big names
• 10 tips for a healthy heart
• How to lower your health risk at any age
• Start the year right: Multivitamins
• Get better care from your doctor
• Staph infections: Protect yourself
• What to watch with popular medicines
• Seeing red: Spoiled meat may look fresh

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These are examples of top-read health-related articles that our subscribers also rated as “Very Interesting.” Through monthly random sample surveys, offered both in print and online, CR’s Readership Research manager continually assesses what our subscribers are reading—in Consumer Reports magazine, CRO and in CR on Health newsletter—what they find most interesting, how many are in the market for health-related products and services, and ideas for what they’d like to read about in the future. We get a strong response rate, typically 33% for print surveys and 20% or more for online surveys. (We use unique samples to avoid any overlap between the print and online survey respondents for a specific issue month.) 
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Ratings and Blobs

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ratings help make complex quantitative information meaningful
Ratings help consumers identify both the good and the bad
We help people shop – and NO health care is not a toaster but it is more subject to marketplace challenges than one might expect
AND our mission is to work toward a fair, just and safe marketplace
We are expanding our efforts to meaningfully evaluate health services and products so consumers can make their own informed comparisons and decisions.
Ratings differentiate us from other health information providers
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Example of a Ratings Question

All things considered, how satisfied are you with your 
current [health care] plan?

• Completely satisfied
• Very satisfied
• Fairly well satisfied
• Somewhat satisfied
• Very dissatisfied
• Completely dissatisfied

Generally combine completely and very as “highly”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Also do online surveys This is a hard copy
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Blobs need to be statistically different from the mean
Results from our September 2009 Magazine story

High reader score may not match up perfectly – Cosco effect

On the overall score we list a key that explains how many points apart on the scale the overall score need to be to be significant at .01
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Tailored Content for End Users
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Tailored Content for End Users
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How to Find Us

• schuel@consumer.org

• www.consumerreportshealth.org

Elissa Schuler Adair, PhD
Manager, Health Care Research
Consumers Union
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