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There’s an exceedingly simple way
to get better health care: Choose
a better hospital. A recent study
shows that many patients have al-
ready done so, driving up the mar-
ket shares of higher-quality hospi-
tals.

Much of the decrease in deaths
from heart attacks over the past two
decades can be attributed to specif-
ic medical technologies like stents
and drugs that break open arterial
blood clots. But a study by health
economists at Harvard, M.I.T., Co-
lumbia and the University of Chica-
go showed that heart attack surviv-
al gains from patients’ selection of
better hospitals were about half as
large as those from breakthrough
technologies.

That’s a big improvement for
nothing more than driving to a high-
er-quality hospital.

Because more Medicare patients
went to higher-quality hospitals
for heart attacks between 1996 and
2008, overall chances of survival

increased by one percentage point,
according to the study. To receive
care at a hospital with a one-per-
centage-point gain in survival rate
or a one-percentage-point decrease
in readmission rate, a heart attack
patient traveled 1.8 or 1.1 miles far-
ther, respectively.

The investigators also found sur-
vival gains for heart failure and
pneumonia, but with far less of a
difference, about 0.21 and 0.10 per-
centage points.

Exactly how patients figure out
which hospitals are better is less
clear. Identifying a better hospital
on your own may be conceptually
simple, but in practice it’s not so
easy. There are several websites
that convey various metrics of
hospital quality. For example, on

Medicare’s Hospital Compare site,
you can learn which hospitals have
lower-than-average mortality rates
for five medical conditions — in-
cluding heart attacks, heart failure
and pneumonia — and two surgical
procedures. You can also find which
have higher-than-average readmis-
sion rates for the same conditions
and procedures.

And you can pore over statistics
on 11 measures of patient satisfac-
tion; on almost 50 ways to assess
the timeliness of effective care; on
nine kinds of complication rates;
and on six ways to assess appropri-
ate use of imaging, like M.R.I.s.

If you want even more informa-
tion, you can read about deficiencies
compiled during hospital inspec-
tions at HospitalInspections.org,
run by the Association of Health
Care Journalists. There are also
state-specific websites.

Perhaps because of the complexi-
ty of sifting through all this informa-
tion, most patients don’t choose hos-
pitals this way. More likely, many
rely on their doctors for recommen-
dations. Doctors are more attuned
to clinical quality than patients can

be, because patients lack the
expertise and don’t engage
with the health care system
frequently enough to evaluate
hospital quality.

“Our results fit with the
view that hospitals’ reputa-
tions spread through social
networks of patients and doc-
tors influencing the decision
over where to seek care,” said
Adam Sacarny, an economist
at Columbia and one of the
study’s co-authors.

Rather than clinical quality,
patients may be more attuned
to how satisfied they, or their
friends and family, are with
care. That’s something they
can experience and is more
readily shared.

Fortunately, most studies
show that patient satisfac-

tion and clinical measures of quality
are aligned. For example, patient
satisfaction is associated with low-
er rates of hospital readmissions,
heart attack mortality and other
heart attack outcomes, as well as
better surgical quality.

Hospitals could also improve pa-
tient experience in ways that have
nothing to do with quality of care:
Nicer TVs in the rooms or more op-
ulent lobbies don’t reduce mortality
rates. For this reason, we should
not assume that greater satisfac-
tion necessarily means better med-
ical outcomes. It’s still a good idea
to check the quality ratings and con-
sult with your doctor about where
you’ll get the best care — and not be
put off if it means driving a bit far-
ther. It could save your life.
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Nagging Curbs Credit Card Debt

Moms Cope in the Cockpit

Upgrade Your Car,
Like a Smartphone

While no one likes to be nagged, a
bit of prodding can help consumers
reduce their credit card debt, a new
study found. The research, conduct-
ed by the Urban Institute and the
D2D Fund, sought to determine if
reminding people about simple fi-
nancial “rules of thumb” could help
them lower their credit card debt.
The six-month study involved near-
ly 14,000 customers of the Arizona
Federal Credit Union in Phoenix
who carry balances on their credit
cards.

Nationally, although credit card
delinquencies remain low, card debt
has been growing. TransUnion, a
consumer credit reporting agency,
says the average credit card debt

rose to $5,247 in the second quarter
of this year, from $5,197 in the first
quarter. About 133 million people
now have at least one card with a
balance.

The researchers tested two rules
of thumb encapsulated in simple
slogans: “Don’t swipe the small
stuff. Use cash when it’s under $20.”
And, “Credit keeps charging. It adds
approximately 20 percent to the to-
tal.”

The messages were sent to partic-
ipants by email twice a month; by a
banner ad shown when participants
logged onto the bank’s website; and
by mailing a refrigerator magnet
that included a calendar with the
rule of thumb.

The study found that the rules
of thumb produced “moderate” ef-
fects, at a low cost. The first rule,
urging people to use cash for pur-

chases of $20 or less, resulted in
credit card balances that were on
average $104, or 2 percent, lower
than they would have been. Re-
searchers did not find a significant
effect over all for the second rule,
which reminded people that credit
can increase the cost of purchases
by 20 percent. But the message did
show results for some groups of
participants, like those under age
40. Their debt was $160 lower from
the second rule and $173 lower from
the first rule.

The study did not find a clear
winner in terms of the notification
method. While targeting consumers
with basic financial information is
not necessarily “the one solution”
for improving financial health, said
Brett Theodos of the Urban Insti-
tute, “it’s a pretty inexpensive way
to nudge people.”

YOUR MONEY
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Tired of your vehicle and its limited
features? Don’t trade it in. Down-
load new software instead.

Over the next few years, man-
ufacturers plan to offer many im-
provements or repairs through
downloads beamed directly to the
car via satellite, Wi-Fi or cellular
signal. Eventually, your car will
be serviceable like a giant smart-
phone, with new features added pe-

riodically while you sleep.
A leading proponent of the ap-

proach is Tesla, which has been
sending updates to its cars’ oper-
ating systems since 2012. General
Motors has been offering services
and upgrades via the cellular-de-
livered OnStar entertainment and
roadside-assistance system since
2009. Other manufacturers, includ-
ing BMW, Mercedes-Benz and Vol-
vo, send wireless uploads to update
in-vehicle apps, including maps,
Spotify and Pandora.

The number of vehicles on United
States roads that can accept info-
tainment software upgrades will in-
crease to 34 million in 2022 from one
million now, the consulting firm IHS
Markit predicts. “The advantages
for automakers of doing over-the-

air updates are too great to ignore,”
said Egil Juliussen, automotive ana-
lyst for IHS Markit. “They can keep
their functionality up-to-date and
get rid of bugs.”

Tesla’s upgrades have included an
updated digital instrument panel, a
revised touch screen, faster acceler-

ation, activation of Autopilot and the
ability for the vehicle to enter and
exit a garage without anyone being
in the car.

With cars and trucks increasingly
reliant on complex computer code
to operate, manufacturers can cut
costs if they can correct or improve

a vehicle’s functions without having
to get the car into a dealership.

Manufacturers are looking at soft-
ware downloads as a new source of
revenue, turning on features re-
motely if the owner pays a fee. It
would be similar to the way most
new cars come with the hardware
for SiriusXM satellite radio but re-
quire owners to pay a subscription
fee. The trend does pose challeng-
es. Security is important to prevent
unauthorized software, including
Trojan horses or other malicious
malware, from being downloaded.
And once software is downloaded,
the potential exists to hack it.

Remote software updates will
become particularly crucial as ve-
hicles become more capable of driv-
ing themselves. But will the ability
to continually improve features and
performance make the idea of buy-
ing a new car less enticing?

“As with an iPhone, at some point
the hardware will no longer be up-
gradeable,” said Don Butler of Ford.
“It’s part of the world we live in.”

Boarding a flight can feel like step-
ping into a time capsule — men typi-
cally fly the plane, while most flight
attendants are still women. Which
is why a female pilot from Delta Air
Lines did something dramatic at a
union meeting recently.

Standing before her male col-
leagues, the captain unbuttoned her
uniform, strapped a breast pump
over her white undershirt and be-
gan to demonstrate the apparatus.
Attendees squirmed in their seats
and looked at their feet.

It was the latest episode in what
has proved to be a difficult work-
place issue to solve: how to accom-
modate commercial airline pilots
who are balancing new motherhood.
It is a question that some employers
have answered by creating leave
policies or lactation rooms. But the
flightdeckofajumbojet isn’tatypical
workplace. At 30,000 feet, the issue
touches not only on pilot privacy, but
also aircraft safety.

At Delta, a group of female pilots
have approached their union with
proposals for paid maternity leave
— unheard-of at the major airlines —
because they say they would like to
stay home to breast-feed. At Frontier
Airlines, four female pilots are suing
the company for discrimination,
seeking the option of temporary as-
signments on the ground while preg-
nant or nursing.

One reason for the lack of options
is that women make up only about 4
percent of the nation’s 159,000 certi-
fied airline pilots. Globally, about 3

percent of pilots are women. There
were no female pilots at the nation’s
biggest airlines until 1973, when
American Airlines hired Bonnie
Tiburzi Caputo. In a reminder of how
times have changed, the news was
reported in The Los Angeles Times
with the headline, “Airline Pilot to
Fly by Seat of Panties.”

“Airline jobs were really reserved
for men,” said Captain Caputo, 67,
who became something of a minor
celebrity. She has been retired from
the airline for about 18 years. “When
we started, there were no materni-
ty leaves, because there were no fe-
male pilots.”

More than 40 years later, the ma-
jor United States carriers still ha-
ven’t resolved this issue. They set
their policies for pilots based on the
collective bargaining agreements
negotiated by the unions. But women
of childbearing age account for just
a sliver of union membership, so ma-
ternity leave and breast-feeding pol-
icies have not been a priority.

Plus, some members oppose the
proposals, citing the costs. One local

union leader told several women in
an email: “Having a child is a per-
sonal choice and asking the rest of us
to fund your choice will be a difficult
sell to the pilot group.”

Temporary ground assignments
could work as an alternative for some
who live near company headquar-
ters. But as many as one in five pilots
resides at least 750 miles from work.

Consider what it took for First Offi-
cer Brandy Beck, a 41-year-old Fron-
tier Airlines pilot, to pump breast
milk. Once the plane was at cruising
altitude and in autopilot, she would
seek the agreement of her captain to
take a break. In keeping with policy,
the remaining pilot was required to
put on an oxygen mask.

Next a flight attendant — to pre-
vent passengers from approaching
the lavatory — would barricade the
aisle with a beverage cart. Then the
attendant would join the captain in
the cockpit, in keeping with rules
that require at least two people in a
cockpit at all times.

Only then could Ms. Beck begin a
20-minute pumping session. A lac-
tating mother often needs to pump
breast milk every three to four
hours.

“It’s by far not my favorite place
to make my child’s next meal,” Ms.
Beck said. “But it’s a sacrifice I knew
I would have to accept.”

The Federal Aviation Administra-
tion has issued no rules for pilots who
pump in-flight, but Alison Duquette,
a spokeswoman, said that “leaving
the flight deck for 20 minutes would
not be acceptable” under most cir-
cumstances.

Joanna L. Grossman, an expert on
labor law and gender issues, said the
pilots are fighting a complex battle.

“This is part of breaking down the
cockpit door — that’s the glass ceil-
ing here,” Ms. Grossman said. “How
do you make a job work when it was
designed without you in mind?”
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DUAL ROLES First Officer Brandy Beck, a pilot for Frontier Airlines, said it takes ‘‘sacrifice’’ to be a pilot and a mother.

UNITED PRESS INTERNATIONAL

TRAILBLAZER Bonnie Tiburzi Caputo
of American Airlines in 1973, the first
female pilot at a major U.S. carrier.
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SAVING LIVES Patients’ selection of better
hospitals has been a significant factor in
the decrease in deaths from heart attacks, a
recent study by health economists found.
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SOFTWARE UPDATES Carmakers can cut costs by improving cars’ functionality
without bringing vehicles into the dealership. An upgrade alert on a Tesla.

¶ How can I set up reminders to
help manage my money?
Many apps can help automate
budgeting and saving by send-
ing text reminders, or by auto-
matically moving money into a
savings account. Digital savings
tools include Qapital and Digit.
The America Saves campaign,
managed by the Consumer Fed-
eration of America, allows partic-
ipants to sign up for periodic text
messages that offer encourage-
ment and savings tips.

¶ How can I calculate how long it
will take to pay off my debt?
Various financial sites, like
Bankrate and Credit Karma,
have tools that let you enter
your debt, the interest rate and
monthly payments to see how
long it will take to eliminate the
balance.

¶ Should I transfer high-interest
credit card debt to a card with
zero percent interest?
Transferring high-interest rate
balances to a zero percent inter-
est-rate card can be a good way
to reduce debt and avoid interest
charges, but only if you can pay
off the balance before the no-in-
terest period expires, debt coun-
selors advise. “Most people lack
the discipline to do that,” said
Mike Sullivan of Take Charge
America, a nonprofit debt coun-
seling agency.

He recommends that any extra
money available after making
the minimum credit card pay-
ments be applied to the card with
the highest interest rate. He also
advises checking the rates and
terms on your credit cards at
least every three years to make
sure they fit your needs.
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Female pilots with babies
say they face resistance
from airlines and unions.
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More improvements and
repairs will be made via
remote downloads.


