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The bull market in stocks has been
supported by two fundamental pil-
lars: high corporate earnings and
low interest rates. Both of these
mainstays appeared wobbly early
this year. Fortunately for investors,
there is good news. Interest rates
have fallen since the beginning of
the year. Recent statements by Fed-
eral Reserve officials confirm that
even if there are some short-term
rate increases, the central bank ex-
pects relatively low rates to prevail
for years.

Corporate earnings and cash
flow are stabilizing and perhaps

rising, according to recent corpo-
rate reports. Taken together, this
information is hardly a guarantee
that stocks will continue to rise
or that current market levels will
seem sensible years from now. But
for investors, the interest rate and
earnings environment has become
friendly again, and without these
buttresses, the outlook for stocks
would be much gloomier.

Consider corporate earnings.
They had been weakening steadily
since the third quarter of 2014. The
strong dollar was an impediment,
the global economy was sluggish,
and plummeting energy and com-
modities prices sank the fortunes
of companies in those industries.
These trends unnerved the stock
market. But fresh data from corpo-
rate earnings reports has been good
enough for Edward Yardeni, a mar-
ket strategist, to declare in an Aug.
29 note to clients that “the earnings
recession is over.”

As he acknowledged, it’s not en-
tirely a rosy picture. On a year-to-
year basis, for example, earnings
in the second quarter are expected
to have declined more than 2.2 per-
cent for companies in the Standard &
Poor’s 500-stock index, according to
a tally by Thomson Reuters I/B/E/S.
That’s hardly cause for rejoicing.

Exclude energy companies, how-
ever, and year-to-year earnings
improved to a positive 2.3 percent
growth rate. Moreover, Mr. Yardeni
noted that overall earnings for com-
panies in the S.&P. 500 increased in
the second quarter. And while the
consensus of Wall Street analysts is
that third-quarter earnings will post
another year-over-year decline, Mr.
Yardeni expects that earnings will
at least be no worse than they were
in the previous quarter and will per-
haps grow modestly.

“The point is that earnings are
much better than you might have
expected,” he said.

What’s more, the cash generated
by corporate America has allowed
companies to pay reasonably hand-
some dividends and to buy back
large quantities of their own shares.
By reducing the number of shares,
they have been making earnings
per share look better.

Earnings, and cash from earn-

ings, are the essential core of what
you are buying as an investor. But
what share price is reasonable for
those earnings? At least in part,
the answer is, “It depends on inter-
est rates.” When interest rates are
lower, earnings are worth more and
share prices tend to rise, said As-
wath Damodaran, a finance profes-
sor at New York University.

But the simplest way of looking at
it, he says, is to consider how inter-
est rates affect the value of a stock
and a bond. “Low rates have had a
big effect on the stock market,” he
said. “Stock is much, much cheaper
than bonds at today’s interest rates.”

If economic growth were stron-
ger, inflation would probably be
higher and interest rates would rise.
Without strong growth, churning
out robust corporate earnings will
be a challenge. For now, though,
the twin pillars of the stock market
remain intact. That could keep the
bull market running a while longer.

Talking Points

Don’t Throw Away
Those Bookmarks Yet
Americans’ appetite for printed
books has not slowed in recent
years, according to a study by the
Pew Research Center. Sixty-five
percent of adults said they had read
a printed book in the past year, the
same percentage that said so in 2012.
While 6 percent of those in the study
said they read books only in digital
format, 38 percent said they read
books exclusively in print.

The Pharmacy’s Money Trail
Prescription-drug spending in-
creased by 8 percent last year, to
about $322 billion. Some 15 bills to

curb drug pric-
es have been

introduced in
this Congress,
but not one has
made it out of

lower commit-
tees, and 119
similar proposals

dating to 2005 suffered similar fates.
Meanwhile, drug makers have spent
$2.3 billion lobbying Congress during
that time.

About Those Celebrity Likes
For marketers, social media en-
dorsements have become a big tool,
but many don’t come free. Captiv8,
a company that connects brands to
influencers, says someone with three
million to seven million followers
can charge, on average, $187,500
for a post on YouTube, $75,000 for a
post on Instagram or Snapchat, and
$30,000 for a post on Twitter. For
influencers with 50,000 to 500,000
followers, the average is $2,500 for
YouTube, $1,000 for Instagram or
Snapchat, and $400 for Twitter.

Alcohol’s Effect on Fertility
A new study has found that moder-
ate alcohol consumption does not af-
fect a woman’s
ability to get
pregnant, but
higher amounts
might. Danish
researchers, re-
porting on BMJ
Open, found
that women who drank the alcoholic
equivalent of one to 13 four-ounce
glasses of wine a week were no less
likely to conceive than those who
abstained. But drinking two bottles
of wine or more a week was associ-
ated with an 18 percent decrease in
fecundity.

After Elsa Newmyer’s surgery last
year went terribly wrong, she was
laid up in a hospital bed for months.
Dozens of medical bills, some 30
pages long, began piling up. Her
husband, Larry, who had to manage
the payments, was overwhelmed.

“The health care bureaucracy
is crippling,” said Ms. Newmyer,
62, a retired teacher who lives in
Washington, D.C. “There are lots of
layers to get to the right person. So
you end up paying bills just because
you’ve run out of energy.”

In desperation, she turned to a
patient advocacy firm, Patient Nav-
igator, which helps coordinate care,
do clinical research and find appro-
priate doctors. A professional there
examined Ms. Newmyer’s bills,
checking for errors, and negotiated
lower payments. The amount saved
was at least $10,000, Ms. Newmyer
said.

As patients like Ms. Newmyer
struggle to cope with the dizzying
demands of a trillion-dollar health
care system, they are increasing-
ly turning to patient advocates
for help. The profession, officially

seven years old, has about 650 ad-
vocates, including doctors, and is
growing rapidly, according to the
Alliance of Professional Health Ad-
vocates.

Patient advocates find doctors
for hard-to-diagnose diseases, ne-
gotiate medical payments with
hospitals and doctors, and press
insurance carriers to cover claims.
“Nobody teaches us to be smart pa-
tients and advocate for ourselves,”
said Trisha Torrey, founder of the
health advocates organization. “So
people need somebody to hold their
hand. We’re boots on the ground.”

The rise of this new cottage indus-
try reflects not just the difficulties
of navigating a complex health care
system, but the unequal power re-
lationships between providers and
insurers on one side of the equation,
and patients and families on the oth-
er, said Lisa McGiffert, director of
the Safe Patient Project at Consum-
ers Union. Moreover, despite efforts
to rein in costs, the system is still
driven by a pay-for-service model,
which encourages excessive proce-
dures and inflates prices, she add-
ed. “We’ve been sold a false model,
like having too much imaging,” Ms.
McGiffert said.

Finding an effective patient ad-
vocate isn’t easy. There is no certi-
fication. Courses are offered at over
30 universities and colleges, but
there are no common guidelines.
As a starting point, Ms. Torrey said,
patients should ask potential advo-

cates whether they have handled
similar cases.

Ms. McGiffert said patients
should choose someone without a
stake in the system. “A patient ad-
vocate hired by a hospital or health
plan probably won’t be the best per-
son,” she said.

Advocates can be costly. The
hourly rate ranges from $100 to
$450, especially as more doctors
come into the field and more re-
search is required to determine
the value of emerging treatments.
“Specialty illnesses take some real
digging,” said Elisabeth Schuler
Russell, founder and president of
Patient Navigator. The firm, which
charges $150 an hour, scours aca-
demic literature and reviews drug
trials to uncover more information,

among other tasks.
Ms. Schuler Russell, a former for-

eign service officer, taught herself to
navigate the medical system when
her daughter was found to have an
inoperable brain tumor. “There’s no
guidebook or lifeline,” she said.

In the case of Ms. Newmyer, Pa-
tient Navigator’s advocates helped
her find a doctor at the Cleveland
Clinic to handle a rare illness, as
well as a good local gastrointestinal
doctor and nutritionist. They even
attended internist appointments
with her.

For people with chronic illnesses,
advocates can be particularly help-
ful, Ms. McGiffert said. Another rea-
son to hire outside help is when you
are being pressured by insurance
coverage. “But if you have a good
health plan, you might not need
one,” she said.

With digital processing of medi-
cal bills, it is now possible to have
them analyzed online. Using crowd-
sourced data, the patient advocacy
site Copatient lets consumers up-
load their bills for review, get a free
report, and then opt to use an advo-
cate to negotiate savings. Copatient
receives a share of the savings.

“Many consumers aren’t aware
that you can negotiate bills,” said
Rebecca Palm, co-founder of Copa-
tient. “So we do a lot of work to edu-
cate the market.”

Ms. Newmyer has regained her
health. “I’m profoundly grateful,”
she said.

HEALTH
CONSTANCE GUSTKE

A growing industry guides
patients through complex
problems.
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Signs That the Bull Market Could Have Some Life in It Still
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Patient Advocates
Advocates provide a variety of ser-
vices. Here are a few:

¶ Review medical bills for errors and
negotiate with insurance companies to
lower bills.

¶ Find appropriate doctors and other
medical professionals for specific health
conditions.

¶ Scour medical literature and drug trials
for effective treatments.

¶ Help people understand complex
medical diagnoses, and attend medical
appointments with patients.
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Interest rates remain low,
and corporate earnings
may be rising.

BURIED
UNDER BILLS
Elsa Newmyer,
right, with
Elisabeth
Schuler
Russell,
the founder
of Patient
Navigator.
Below, Ms.
Newmyer’s
daily
medications.


