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Hospitals may be hazardous to health 
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Under pressure from regulators and watchdogs, hospitals are disclosing more information 
about the quality of care they provide. A diligent consumer with an Internet connection can 
look up what percentage of a hospital's patients die during heart surgery, deliver their babies 
by Caesarean section or receive the right drugs for pneumonia.  
 
But hospitals have yet to come clean about a dirty secret: how many of their patients contract 
an infection while hospitalized. More often than most people realize, hospitals are breeding 
grounds for virulent, antibiotic-resistant bacteria.  
 
A conservative estimate from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention suggests that 
one out of every 20 patients picks up a bug he didn't have when he checked in. Almost 2 
million a year become seriously ill, and 90,000 more die - which is greater than the death toll 
from car accidents and breast cancer combined.  
 
Experts say most of this suffering - and untold billions worth of extra care - could be avoided 
if doctors and nurses practiced better hygiene. Yet surveys indicate that hospital employees 
wash their hands only about half as often as recommended.  
 
Some hospitals are getting tough on hygiene. They're enforcing hand-washing rules, 
sanitizing equipment more thoroughly, restricting germ-hosting jewelry, using disposable 
aprons during certain tasks and screening nonemergency patients for bacteria. But there's no 
way for the average consumer to find out which hospitals have cleaned up their acts. Some 
voluntarily report infection rates to accreditation agencies and government watchdogs, but 
many do not.  
 
Consumer organizations such as the AARP and the Consumers Union have pushed four 
states to require public reporting of hospital infection rates, and now they're lobbying Albany 
to do the same. Today, former Lt. Gov. Betsy McCaughey, who has became an outspoken 
advocate on this issue, will return to the Capitol to press for action by the Legislature.  
 
The Greater New York Hospital Association says it supports the concept of infection 
reporting, as long as the state Health Department takes pains to collect and report data fairly 
and accurately. There's little question that passing such a law would have a huge impact on 
public health. Even if consumers didn't look at the figures, every hospital CEO in the state 
certainly would. And you can bet that institutions with high infection rates would bring them 
down.  



 
The Health Department should understand this principle better than most. Since 1992, when 
it began publishing hospital-by-hospital results of cardiac surgery, the mortality rate has fallen 
18%, saving dozens of lives a year. As they say, sunshine is the best disinfectant. 
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 BILL WOULD MAKE HOSPITALS COME  
 CLEAN ON INFECTIONS  
 
FACILITIES IN STATE CURRENTLY DON'T HAVE TO DISCLOSE RATES OF 

PATIENT INFECTION.  
 

   James T. Mulder Staff writer  

New Yorkers can learn if the restaurants they eat in have been cited for health violations. But 
they cannot find out if their local hospitals have unacceptably high patient infection rates.  

Betsy McCaughey, Gov. George Pataki's former lieutenant governor, finds that preposterous. 
"You can go home and make your own sandwich," said McCaughey, a health policy expert. 
"But you can't take care of yourself medically. You have to go to the hospital sometimes and 
you need information on safe hospitals."  
 
McCaughey is one of a growing chorus of voices calling on New York hospitals to publicly 
disclose infection rates as a way to save patient lives and cut health care spending.  
 
New York is one of 30 states considering legislation that would make hospitals report how 
frequently patients contract infections during hospital stays. Hospital infections kill 90,000 
Americans annually, according to the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
That's more than the death toll caused by auto accidents and homicides combined. Another 
1.9 million people get hospital infections that lead to lengthy rehabilitation, disability and 
unemployment.  
 
Many of these "bugs" could be avoided if hospitals followed basic infection control strategies, 
such as hand-washing by health care workers, according to the CDC. Doctors clean their 
hands before treating patients less than half the time, studies show.  
 
Making infection rates public would goad hospitals to improve, said Bruce Boissonnault, of 
the Niagara Health Quality Coalition, a Buffalo-area group that publishes a New York State 
Hospital Report Card designed to help consumers judge the quality of their local hospitals.  
 
"Nothing sanitizes like sunshine," Boissonnault said. "Until the problem is brought to light, it's 
less likely that it will get the attention and urgency it deserves."  
 
He said recent studies show a high percentage of doctors' neckties and cell phones have 
infectious bacteria on them. "This is not a mysterious thing that we don't know how to fix," 
Boissonnault said. "We need the numbers and we need people to follow procedures around 
scrubbing that have been known for decades."  



 
The CDC and many states, including New York, have been collecting infection data from 
hospitals for years, but this information is kept secret. "There's been a real code of silence 
about this issue," said Lisa McGiffert, of Consumers Union, which is leading a national 
campaign for public disclosure of this information.  
 
McCaughey recently launched a group called the Committee to Reduce Infection Deaths that 
is also pushing for public infection reporting. In addition to harming patients, infections inflate 
medical costs, she said. A post-surgical wound infection doubles the hospital cost for a 
patient, a staph infection triples the cost, and a serious blood stream infection adds about 
$57,000 on average on top of the cost of treating a patient in an intensive care unit, according 
to McCaughey.  
The nation spends about $28 billion a year treating hospital infections.  
 
At a time when the state is considering closing hospitals to control Medicaid costs, it's 
overlooking the potential savings that can be gained through lowering hospital infection rates, 
she said.  
Assemblyman Alexander "Pete" Grannis, D-Manhattan, estimates the state could save as 
much as $200 million a year by reducing hospital infection rates among Medicaid patients. 
"This hospital-acquired infection seems to be not only an issue that cries out for attention but 
is an easy way to save money and improve health care," he said.  
 
Since 2002, four states - Illinois, Pennsylvania, Florida and Missouri - have adopted infection 
disclosure laws. Bills have been introduced in 30 states.  
 
The New York bill, sponsored by Sen. Nicholas A. Spano, R-Westchester, and Assemblyman 
Adam Bradley, D-Westchester, would make hospitals report infection rates to the state Health 
Department each quarter. The Health Department would then report the rates to the governor 
and the Legislature annually. A committee of health care experts would work with the Health 
Department to set up ground rules for reporting. Once the guidelines are set, hospitals would 
have a year before they'd have to begin reporting.  
 
The bill says the annual report on hospital infection rates would be available to the public 
"upon request."  
 
McCaughey sees that as a major flaw in the bill. "When you are dealing with state 
government, "upon request' could take months," she said.  
 
Boissonnault said patients requiring hospital care need that kind of information quickly. "It 
should be put on the Internet for every hospital in the state," he said.  
 
Changes may be made to the bill during the committee process to make the information more 
readily available to the public, said Tony Giambruno, an assistant to Spano. He also said the 
Health Department could decide to post the information on its Web site.  
 
Dr. Nanette Sable, who's in charge of infection control at St. Joseph's Hospital Health Center 
in Syracuse, said she's not convinced making the data public would reduce infection rates.  
 



"What I'm worried about is the resources that would be put into collecting rates that are 
legislated would take away from the resources that we put into what we consider our 
individual hospitals' problems," she said.  
 
The Healthcare Association of New York State supports public reporting as long as it's done 
scientifically and reflects the fact that some hospitals treat more higher-risk patients than 
others, said Matt Cox, spokesman for the Albany-based group that represents hospitals.  
 
"Hospitals have no interest in taking in sick people and making them sicker," Cox said.  
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AMY GRESSLER,of Liverpool, a registered nurse at St. Joseph's Hospital 
Health Center, washes her hands in a patient's room. A proposed state 
law would divulge infection rates at hospitals, which cost the nation 
about $28 billion annually. 
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ELIZABETH  MCCAUGHEY  PH.D. 

212-534-3047 

HEALTH POLICY EXPERT                                               FORMER  LT. GOVERNOR, N.Y.     
 

Dr. McCaughey  is a health policy expert who has won many prizes for her writings, lectures widely at think tanks, 

medical schools, and patient safety forums, and now also leads the  Committee to Reduce Infection Deaths.  

 

She has taught at Vassar College and Columbia University, and produced prize-winning studies while at two think 

tanks, the Manhattan Institute and later the Hudson Institute.   She is the author of two books and over one hundred 

scholarly or popular articles,  which have appeared in  The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, New Republic, 

Policy Review, Forbes Magazine, New York Law Journal, Los Angeles Times, U.S. News & World Report, and many 

other national publications. Her publication prizes are listed below.  She appears on Fox News Network’s Hannity & 

Colmes and The O’Reilly Factor, CNN’s Talk Back Live, and numerous radio programs. 

 

Dr. McCaughey has been a health policy expert for fifteen years.   Her 1994 article on the dangers of the Clinton health 

plan received the National Magazine Award for the best article in the nation on public policy, the H. L. Mencken Award 

and other prizes.  As Lt. Governor of New York State, she proposed health legislation that became models for 

legislation in other states and in Congress.  She has also been honored by the American Society of Anesthesiologists for 

her writings in that field.    

 

She is founder and Chairman of the Committee to Reduce Infection Deaths, an organization committed to saving lives 

and reducing costs from hospital infection (www.hospitalinfection.org).  She is a national columnist and  lectures 

widely on patient safety at public forums and medical schools. Her research on infection was featured recently on 

ABC’s 20/20 and several other television news reports.  Dr. McCaughey’s research also focuses on Medicare’s 

finances, the importance of pharmaceutical innovation, and the need for medical malpractice reform.   

 

 Prior to entering the health policy field, Dr. McCaughey taught and wrote about U.S. constitutional history.  She is the 

author of two books, From Loyalist to Founding Father (Columbia University Press), winner of the Bancroft 

Dissertation Award, and Government by Choice (Basic Books). She also chaired a national commission on reforming 

the electoral college in 1992, wrote its report, Electing the President, and testified before Congress on the subject. In 

1989 she served as Guest Curator for the Bicentennial Exhibit and related events at the New-York Historical Society.  

 

EDUCATION    

 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY, 1976 

 

• Dissertation defended with distinction 

• Richard B. Morris Prize 

• Bancroft Dissertation Award 

• John Jay Fellowship 

 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, M.A. 1972 

 

VASSAR COLLEGE, B.A. 1970 

 

• General and Departmental Honors 

• Woodrow Wilson Fellowship 

• Herbert H. Lehman Fellowship 

• Honorary Vassar Fellowship 

 

POST-DOCTORAL AWARDS AND PRIZES 

Post-doctoral Fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities 

John M. Olin Fellowship  

H. L. Mencken Award 

National Magazine Award for “No Exit,” a critique of the Clinton Health Plan  

Annual Prize from the American Society of Anesthesiologists 

 

HEALTH POLICY  

 

• Dr. McCaughey’s research focuses on state and national health policy, patient safety, infection, medical 

innovation, aging and Medicare. Her critique of the Clinton health plan in the New Republic received the 1994 



National Magazine Award for the best article in the nation on public policy.  Her 2001 article on the dangers of 

“Dumbing Down Medical Care” won the National Media Award from the American Society of 

Anesthesiologists. She also publishes in The Wall Street Journal, Policy Review, New Republic, Los Angeles 

Times, American Enterprise Institute Magazine, Forbes, and other publications. A list of publications is 

attached. She serves on the Board of Directors of a biotechnology company, Genta Corp., which develops 

cancer treatments.   She is currently writing a book on improving access to medical breakthroughs and 

improving patient safety. 

• As Lieutenant Governor of New York State, she focused on health care issues.   Her bills became models for 

legislation in many states and Congress.    

• Affiliated with the Manhattan Institute (1991-3) and the Hudson Institute (1998-present)  

• Her healthcare writings have inspired national debate, and she has been profiled in The New Yorker, New York 

Magazine, The New York Times Magazine, Esquire, George, The Washington Post, and other publications.  

  

GOVERNMENT EXPERIENCE 

1994-1998 Lt. Governor of New York State                             

  

RECENT PUBLIC ADDRESSES  

            “The Compelling Case for Reducing Infection,” Manhattan Institute, March 31, 2005 

             “Preventing Hospital Infection: Saving Lives, Reducing Costs,. . .” Harvard Club, March 11, 2005 

             “The War Against Infection,” Keynote, National Conference of Insurance Legislators, February 4, 2005   

             “Making Hygiene a Central Part of Medicine,” Forum on Hospital Infection, Harvard Club, December 7, 2004 

             “Improving the World’s Best Health Care,” Rotary Club at the Princeton Club, November 16, 2004 

              “The Future of Medicine,” Weill Cornell Medical College Reunion, October 2, 2004  

              Keynote luncheon speaker at “Medicine Briefing: Research at Risk” for U.S. Congress and U.S. Senate             

              Staff and Members, Senate Caucus Room, April 13, 2000      

              Dinner keynote speaker, “Why There Is No Medicare Crisis,” Alliance for Aging Research, May 22, 2000 

“Almost as Good as Cocoon,” Fifty New Yorkers luncheon speaker at Alliance Capital, January 25, 2001 

Medical Innovation and What It Will Mean To Us,” Williams Club of New York, February 8, 2001 

“Scientists are Solving the Problem of Aging,” Jonathan Edwards College, Yale University, April 10, 2001 

“Scientists are Saving Medicare and Protecting Us from Disease,” Luncheon speaker at the Advanced Medical 

Technologies Association Meeting, Chicago, February 23, 2002 

Keynote Speaker, “Operating Ambulatory Surgery Centers and Surgical Hospitals,” Healthstream Continuing 

Medical Education event, Chicago, September 27, 2002 

“Preparing Medicare for an Aging Society,” House of Representatives Briefing Sponsored by the Alliance for 

Aging Research, Cannon Caucus Room, March 17, 2003 

“Reforming the Malpractice System:  Ethical and Empirical Considerations,” Long Island Jewish Hospital, 

sponsored by the Medical Society of the State of New York, June 13, 2003 

“Solving the Problem of the Uninsured,” New York University Law School Symposium, February 3, 2004 

               “Are We Spending Too Much on HealthCare,” Smith Family Foundation Debate, March 23, 2004 

               

               “Solving the Biggest Problems in HealthCare,” Schiff Insurance Forum, April 15, 2004 

              

                “Controlling Costs without Rationing, Three Remedies” Conning Luncheon Forum, September 8, 2004 

              

             

PROFESSIONAL  POSITIONS 

              2004-present: Founder and Chairman of Committee to Reduce Infection Deaths 

2002-present Adjunct senior fellow, Hudson Institute, national columnist  



1999 to 2001 Senior fellow, Hudson Institute  

1993-1994: John M. Olin Fellow, Manhattan Institute 

1989-1992: Senior Scholar, Center for the Study of the Presidency 

1986-1988: Guest Curator, The New York Historical Society 

1983-1984: Post-Doctoral Fellow, National Endowment for the Humanities 

1981-1983: Assistant Professor, Columbia University 

1979-1980: Lecturer, Columbia University 

1977-1978: Visiting Assistant Professor, Vassar College 

 

BOOKS 

 

• Government by Choice: Inventing the United States Constitution (Basic Books, 1987) with  Preface by Chief 

Justice Warren Burger, Ret., and Foreword by Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan 

• From Loyalist to Founding Father: The Political Odyssey of William Samuel Johnson (Columbia University 

Press, 1980). 

She is currently writing a book on  improving health care safety, accelerating the adoption of new medical 

breakthroughs, fostering medical innovation as the key strategy to cope with an  aging population, and reducing the 

costs imposed by product liability and medical malpractice litigation.   

  

PERSONAL 

 

Mother of three daughters, Amanda (Yale class of 2001), Caroline (Brown class of 2003) and Diana (Manhattanville 

class of 2006)  

 

Address: 1111 Park Avenue, New York , New York 10128  

 

  

 

 

 

 

      


