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HEALTH

Get Wellness.
As insurers focus
on lifestyle, doctors

r  t .
are scramDllng
to become better

Inutrluon ano
exercise coaches
BY FRANCINE RUSSO

I IAS YOUR DOCTOR EVEIT GIVEN YOU AN

Rx forexercise?|une Chapman got one last
summer. a first for lhe 87 year-old retiree
ir San Marcos, Calif. "You sit on a chair,
arms at your side," she says of the exercise
herinternistprescribed, "then dse up and
sit back down on it. Lvery day. Repeat as
often as you can."

Chapman's doctor was a little ahead
of the curve in recommending this kind
of chairobic activity. Starting Jan. r, all
a6.6 million Medicare beneficiaries be
come eligible for wellness visits. Unlike a
physical, in which a doctor is mainly look-
ing for bigrime problems-and may spend
only a minute or two scolding you for not
eating right or exercising more-a well-
ness visit is designed to promote health
andinclude lessons in how to make better
lifestvle choices so vou can avoid or reduce
t he effects ofcond iiions li l<e hlpertension.
diabetes andheart disease. Medicare recip-
ients will be able to get this kind ofcoach-
ing free once a year. And if the health care
reforrn law kicks in as scheduled, many
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pdvate health plars will be required-or,
in sorre cases, givea ilcentives-to offer
expanded wellness benefits by 2or4.

"For the first time, doctors will be reim-
bursed by Medicare for talkiry to patients
on an ongoing basis about healrhy be-
havio$," says Dr. Edward Phillips, direc-
tor of the Institute of Lifestyle Medicine
(II,IVI), a.n education and advocacy group
co-founded in zooT by Harvard Medical
Scbool and Bostoa's Spaulding Rehabili-
tation Hospital. The only downside: the
curretrt crop ofphysicians isnt nearly as
good at iEpmving patients' routines as it
is at treating sickness. 'The average doctor
is hamstrungby lack of time, trainingard
interest," says Dr. Alex Lickermarl former
director of pdmary care at tl}e University
of Chicago. "How many sit down with pa-
tients and talk about the barriers to losiag
weight? Most doctor5 ar€ Dot ttrerc [yet]:

Tte new wellness benefit tasks doctors
with creating "personalized prevention
plans," which iileally will be tailored to
each patient's daily routine, psyche and
family [fe. And if that sourds more ]ike a
nanny-state Bandate than medicine, con-
sider that some 7590 of the g 2.47 trillion in
anaual U.S. health care costs stems ftom
chronic iliseases, many of which can be
preventeil or delayeil by lifesryle choices.

There's no question Americans need
to stop smoking, eat less junk food and
get more exercise. But can physicians-

many of whon have little training in
nutritior or exercise coaching-succeed
in altering behavio$? *We are working
our buns off trying to get these people to
change their lifestyle," says Dr. Ann Shef-
fels, a family physician in a Mianeapolis
suburb. "But the public hasnt bought
into it yef Literally. Priyate insurers and
comorate wellness i!.itiatives have even
resorte4 with li yh ited success, to offering
cash, gifts and reductions in insurance
premiums in an effort to motivate peopl€
to change their ways.

Some firms, in trying m bring down
health care costs,have hirerlhealth coaches
to leacrh out to tle sealentary or overweight
to get them moving more Others use in-
teractive voice-response systeEs to keep
tabs on participants' progress. In a study,
Aetna set out to see s'hether it could rcduce
hypertension---.al1d the att€ndant dsks of
sEoke, heart attack and kidney failue-

Some 75% ot
U.5. health carc
costs stemsfrcm
chrcnicdiseases,
manyof $ftich can
be prevented by

among its Medicare Advdntage meBbers.
More than Lroo participants were given
automated blood-Dressure cuffs anal told
to call in with readings at least nonthly.
They also got quartedy reminden to dial
iD- Wheu they did so, an automated sys-
tern rua bv Silverlink Communications
provided iirmediate feedbach explaining
what the readings meant atrdvrhere to call
for further advice. Alerts w€re also setrt to
nurse managen when readings were dan-
gerously high. The result ofthe zr7 people
who started out with urcontolled hwer-
tension and stuck with the program-for a
year or sq nearly 57% got their blood ples-
surc uraler contsol

This kind of pmdding is too labor-
iatensive for physicials to take on alone.
Arrd ifthey're goilg to lead a team of dieti-
tians, exercise physiotherapists aad other
health professionals, many iloctors will
need more tnining That's where the na-
scent field of lifestyle neilicine comes in-
Forexamplg in :oo9, Chapman's internisl
Dr. Brian Meyerhoff, took an ILM course
called Active Doctors, Active Patients the
Science anil Exoerience ofExercise, which
not only teacbes physicians to be better
role rnodels by imreasing their ownfitness
level but also helps them prescribe erer-
cise regimens tailoredto apatientb age and
health" Nutrition is on the medical nenu
too: Harvard's upcoming continuilg-
education course Healthy Kitchens,
Healthy Lives: Caring for Our Patients and
Ourselves sold out five rnouths in advance.

The key to getting doctors to bone uP
on these kinds oftopics is reimbursement,
says Dr. Dear Ornish, the California-
baseil physicial who has spent three
ilecades showing how altering patients'
habits can reverse heart disease. "Doctors
dont learn this in medical school because
they're not paid for it' be says. But that
is besinning to chang€. In August, Medi-
care doubled covenge of Omish's cardiac
rehab programs, to 7z one-hour sessions
with a hospital-based team whose special-
ties include exercise, yoga and psyclrology.
The catch is that all the sessions have to be
conpleted within r8 weeks.

Intensive lifestyle intervertions are
not easy, but they can have big payoffs.
In 1985, when San Francisco restaurateur
Mel lcfer had a massive heart attack at age
53, he could barely walk a block ancl was
not expected to Uve out the year. After en-
rolling in one of Omish's team-baseal pro-
grans, he started iloing yoga and eating
a low-fa! vegetarian diet. He lost weight
and strengthered bis heart along tle way.
Now 78, Lefer says, "I can toss my Srand-
chililreu in the air. I have a wonderfuI life."
But it took a lot of coachfulg-ald lifestyle
changes-to get him tlere. I
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