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VITAL SIGNS

BLOOD RELATIVE: Dartmouth-Hitchcock runs its own blood donor
program. About 90% of people will require a blood transfusion
at some point during their life, and of the 90% about 40%
are eligible to donate blood—but only 5% of them actually do.

A reminder of the pace of change,
and of timeless truths, from the 
Fall 1986 issue of this magazine:

Drs. Justin and Maj Stormo

Gipson, DMS ’82s, wrote

about their young family’s

stay in Nicar agua: “We live

and work in Jinotega, an

agricultural center. . . . The

vast majority of health prob-

lems here (as throughout the

Third World) stem from

public health problems. . . .

Diarrhea, with subsequent

dehydration, is the number-

one cause of death in chil-

dren. Parasites are rampant,

and malnutrition continues

to be a problem, especially

in bottle-fed infants.”

10
Number of years DMS

otolaryngologist Dr. James

Saunders has been aiding

Jinotegans (see page 26 for

more on his work there)
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gestive heart failure, and cor -
onary artery disease. All 10 PGPs
met at least 28 of the 32 total
goals in year three.  
Dr.  Mart in  Sedlacek ,  a

nephrologist at DHMC, led the
effort to meet the blood pressure
goals. He studied how to best ap-
ply national guidelines for mea-
suring and treating high blood
pressure across the Clinic. One
of the most important steps was
to reeducate staff on the com-
plexities of measuring blood
pressure. Readings can be affect-
ed by factors such as cuff size, the
position of the
patient’s arm,
and how the
patient’s sleeve
is arranged. Accurate measure-
ments are critical because blood
pressure is “a big predictor for fu-
ture trouble,” says Sedlacek.  
Despite these efforts, the

Clinic missed two of the three
hypertension goals. Most pa-
tients had their blood pressure

In the third year of a federaldemonstration project aimed
at improving care by attaching
financial incentives to quality
measures, the Dartmouth-Hitch-
cock Clinic again earned a bonus
from the government. 

Care: The Clinic is one of 10
multispecialty group practices
participating in the Centers for
Medicare and Medicaid Services
Physician Group Practice (PGP)
Demonstration. The project is
designed to reward PGPs for im-
proving the quality and efficien-
cy of care provided to Medicare
beneficiaries. Dartmouth-Hitch-
cock earned $3.6 million for its
performance in 2007-08, the
project’s third year, whose results
were just announced.
During each of the demo’s

five years, a PGP can earn a pay-
ment if its rate of spending on
Medicare patients rises more
slowly than the rates of other
providers in their area. If the rate
lags enough, the government
shares up to 80% of its savings
with the PGP, depending on how
well the group meets several
quality goals. In year two, four of
the 10 PGPs—including Dart-
mouth-Hitchcock—generated
enough savings to receive pay-
ments. (For more on the second
year’s results, see dartmed.dartmouth.
edu/w08/v03.) In the third year, five
of the 10 PGPs got bonuses. 

Targets: Various quality goals
are being phased in during the
five-year demo. In year three,
five targets for hypertension and
cancer screening were added to
the first two years’ benchmarks
—which were for diabetes, con-

Feds put dollars behind the push for quality measured, but not enough had
their pressure under control (de-
fined as less than 140/90). And
not enough patients with elevat-
ed blood pressure were given a
plan of care. 
“Our ambition is to do the

right thing every time when the
patient comes in,” says Sedlacek.
“This requires a continuous ef-
fort.” Dartmouth-Hitchcock is
not trying to meet the govern-
ment goals simply to get the
bonuses, he adds, but “because
it’s the right thing to do.”
Actually, the jury is still out

on whether pay-for-performance
initiatives like the PGP demo are

the best way to
improve the
quality and ef-
f i c i e n c y  o f

care. After three years, four of
the 10 PGPs in the demo haven’t
received any performance pay-
ments. In fact, one of the groups
that met all of year three’s 32
quality goals didn’t earn a pay-
ment because it hadn’t kept costs
down sufficiently. 

Seminal: But for Dartmouth-
Hitchcock, participating in the
demo has been “seminal,” says
Dr. Barbara Walters, senior med-
ical director of the Clinic and
the project’s coordinator. It has
even resulted in a pilot program
with CIGNA that applies the
demo’s framework to commer-
cially insured patients. 
Furthermore, the demo has

led to dialogue among the PGPs,
Walters says. The 10 groups have
a monthly virtual meeting to
share best practices, and the oth-
er participants are now “valued
colleagues,” she says.
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“Our ambition is to do the right

thing every time,” says Sedlacek.

The pressure was on to meet several hy-
pertension goals as part of a federal
demonstration project; at Dartmouth-
Hitchcock in 2007-08, 98.5% of pa-
tients had their blood pressure checked.


