
C..cAGO nn'''''N( . BUSINESS· S£CTlOtl s . SOI'IOo\V. AlN( ll. 200lI 3

FRONT AND CENTER BY BRUCE JAPSEN

Uninsured patients top priority
New AMA president
vows to light for care

As a graduatestudent at Catholic
University In Washington studying
mIcrobiology In the late 1!l6ll$.
Nancy Nieloen had .tudent health
insurance, but the policy excluded
faintly coverag«

So .he paid out ofp<lCket fOT pedl·
atrlc care for her first three chil·-"*]t '"'~ theonIy time In mI' entire
adultllfe that I had to caU my (lIll"'
ents and ask them to ..,nd me mon·
"I'," Nlel..,n5llId.

lIer pedlatrld¥ attl\(! time gave
her diapen. formula and a box fun
of antlblollc samplel.. She said she
"'m be fotm'er grateful fOnhat ph,y.
siclan's largesse.

Four decades later Dr, NIelsen Is
president of the American Medical
Association.

She vowed.t lIunnual meeting:
Lut ........k In Chleagc to use "alJ of
the ""....,r" of her presIdency and
iheclout oCthe AMA "to let the na·
tlon know that ...., must cowr
AmerIca's nnlnsured:'

Amid an intense ""lllleal year
"'hen health co..-erall'! Is front and
""nter, Niel""n brlnllS a unlque per·
speet;"'e as only the second woman
io be<:ome presidenl ofllle 161·\Ul'­
old MIA, the nallon's largest d0c­
tor IronP. She also has worked as a
medical educator and health Insnr­
ance e"""ullve.

--0.. Nonqr Nlet at her
inauguration as "",,_ 01 the
................ hied""'" Asso<:lallon.

"Her background allows her to
speoak the languall'! of e¥eI')' ph,ysi·
c ian In the counll):" said Dr. Robert
Goldberg, a fell<>w AMA member
and friend of Nie""n's from the
Ne... York State Medical Soclet)'

The &:;.year-old NIelsen ls a part
ofa three-pel'5On team ...ho'n speak
on behalfof the MIA on critlca1ls·
."~

"She has a Vasl ar~' ofexperl.
en"",,: saId Dr, 1I'1Iliam Dolan, an
OTthopedic su~n /Tom 1loo:1Ies·
ter, N.Y.. and a membffoftheasso·

clatlon's board of trust..... "She la
quite incredible. Even while Ilaving
f1'" kkls, she ""nl to medical
schooL"

Nie1s<'n practiced prlm.a1y-<:are
Internal medicine for more than
''''odecades. W3$~medical dlre<:1or
fOT.a Buffalo heallh plan unlillasl
}'ear and toda}' Is senior associate
dean at the State Unl,,,,rsit}' of New
Yorl< al Buffalo SChool of Medicine
and Biomedical SCienDl!S.

She'll be able to call on her pas'
exper len",," In her new role In ...hat
promises to be a year In ...hlch doc­
tors wUl be fighting wIth health
plans, drug companies, employers
.nd others for a seat at Ihe table
when health-<:are morm Is de­
M'~

In pressing for r:overage for the
uninsured, doctors t".<P<'Ci thaI she
win ha"" a I.... adwrsarial rela·
tlonship ... lIh the health Insurance
lnduslr}' than her predecessor&.
The AMA has long clashed ...ith
health Insurance C<lmpanies on I..
suta such as pattents' r1ghtsto SUll
lhelr health plan•. The O1lIanba·
tion e,-en !>as a litigation cenler
lhal has ..'Orke<l "'lth IrLal13W}'eTlI
10foroe changes in health indusl\')'
business prac110l!5.

Bnt thoee "'ho know Nle1s<'n'.
paSI work as chiefmedical omcer at
health plan Independent Health In
BnfJalo say that background gives
her an understanding ofhow health
plans rale doctors on quality mea·
sures and pal\enl safet\· Inltlatl""".

Niel..,n oay. sheen""...... '!>e use

ofreport cards bY heaJlh lnsnrance
companies bUI ..·.nl$ ph)·.lclana to
be lnvol''l'd in ...hat Is raled.

"Jnstead of issuing that re]>Ort
card on what percenlofm}' pallents
didn't get a mammogram. leU me
the names of those patients." I can
verify Ihe data and reach out to
each 0"":' Nielsen said. "1'1:> be fair.
some health plans ha"" been fairly
Innovative and collatlorati...... But
irs lime for all of them 10 be."

And she ...... involved w!>en tbe
MIA "",",cd with New Yorl< An)'
Gen. Andrew Cuomo last )..,.,. to
c","te a model for health plans thaI
discloses methods insurers use to
determine doctOT ranklngs and en·
sure traJlllparellC):

"Most of the ratings were baaed
on """t, and the}' ,,-ere not transpar­
ent so ph)·.lclans conJd challenge
the data." Nielsen says.

Nielsen wUl ser',,, .. AMA prelll·
denl nnIU "">r1 June.

"Well ho knew_who could
ba..-e r predIcted-thaI a girl
from a smaD town In West VlrJInIa
...ould someday be preslt!enl of lhe
larllest pbysiclan oJ'llanization In
the ,",'Orld," she said In her lnaugu·
milan speech la.1 """k.

"And who would ha'''' predIcted
that all that lVOuld happen at a time
,,'hen there'.a Ide open preslden·
tial election, hen heallh-care
costs are ou' of control. !>en the
number of uninsured Is 47 mil-
lton?"
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