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Abstract 
 

The ‘active patient’ is introduced in this paper.  She is the same person as the rational 
peasant that we have known for at least three decades.  She is a rational agent seeking health 
care in an environment characterized by market failures (particularly agency in the supply of 
medical quality) and imperfect institutional responses to these failures.  We show evidence 
that patients significantly increase their welfare by choosing between various different 
providers and matching their illnesses to the resources that are available at these different 
providers.  This paper suggests that continuing to view patients as passive participants in the 
health care market gives way to misleading policy suggestions and may in fact reduce the 
welfare of patients. 
 
Keywords: Agency in Health Care, rational peasant, rural health care, Africa, asymmetric 
information. 
 
JEL Classification:  I1, O1, O2 



The purpose of this paper is to propose a view of patients—particularly the rural poor in Africa—that
is different in many aspects from currently accepted views, to show evidence of this view’s validity, and to
discuss its implications. The assumptions underlying the ‘active patient’ view have long been accepted when
applied to peasants in the context of agricultural production; the ‘rational peasant.’ Our active patient is the
same person as the rational peasant but we observe her seeking health care rather than making production
or marketing decisions.

We choose the term ‘active patient’ to point out the underlying assumptions in the wordpatient. A
standard definition of patient is “an individual awaiting or under medical care and treatment.” However an
additional definition is “one that is acted upon.”Sen(1995, p. 11) uses this latter definition in the context of
poverty alleviation programs.

“To see [them] aspatientsrather than asagentscan undermine the exercise . . . Not to focus on
the fact that they think, choose, act, and respond is to miss something terribly crucial.”

This paper suggests that the same concerns should apply to health care. The behavior of rural patients
in Africa can be productively viewed as the behavior of rational individuals maximizing their utility in an
environment with pervasive market failures and imperfect institutional responses to these failures. This is
in contrast to both a view of passive patients, and to a view of rational patients in a setting with complete
markets, or efficient institutional responses to limited market failures.1

We introduce a model of health seeking behavior that differs from standard models in its view of health,
patient’s valuation of health and the environment in which patients seek health. We suggest four important
differences. First, we suggest that each illness condition2 from which a patient might suffer should be seen
as having a unique production function for healthiness. Changes in health status (gains in healthiness) are
produced by combinations of factors such as medicine, skill and effort, where the elasticities of healthiness
with respect to each of these inputs differs according to the illness. Second, health seeking should be seen
as, at least in part, an investment, not a consumption decision. When the patient is sick, increases in health
increase the earning potential of the patient. Thus, the budget constraint is endogenous to the health seeking
decision (Grossman, 1975). Third, markets for health care suffer from market failures like asymmetric
information, or moral hazard (Arrow, 1963, 1986; Dranove and White, 1987; Mooney and Ryan, 1993;
Gaynor, 1994). Patients seek medical care precisely because the doctor knows more than they do about
health care. Therefore patients will generally not be able to evaluate the quality of care they received
from the doctor. They cannot directly purchase the inputs they value, but are instead forced to purchase
the inputs that are available through implicit or explicit contracts. Fourth, African patients are seeking
this valuable good that suffers from asymmetric information in an environment in which regulatory and
institutional guarantees of quality differ greatly from organization to organization. In addition—and this is
where our view would differ from a rational–patient–in–complete–markets view—regulation is imperfect
and the institutions that govern the delivery of health care are not efficient or optimal in any sense. These
institutions are historically based and due to rigidities it is not correct to view them as efficient responses to
the needs of any individual patient today.3

A strong implication of the model is that quality is not an absolute feature of practitioners. Some
practitioners will provide superior quality for some inputs and others will provide superior quality for other

1This taxonomy closely followsStiglitz (1989). Complete markets traditionally assume no market failures. However, with
efficient institutions or contracts markets can behave as if they were complete (achieving full information outcomes) even if there
are some market failures. Since the implications are the same, we group both views of health care (complete markets and efficient
institutional responses to market failures) together, and will refer to this as a complete markets view.

2We use the termillness conditionas distinct fromdiagnosisfor the following reason. We will be assuming that patients use
information about their illness condition when they choose a practitioner, and they could not use information about diagnoses
because they need to see a practitioner to know their diagnosis. Thus an illnesses condition is the set of information available to a
patient before she seeks care.

3SeeStiglitz (1989) for a discussion of institutions, institutional history and rigidities.
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inputs. Since illness conditions vary in the need for different inputs, the net benefit of visiting a provider will
vary according to illness conditions. The same patient might receive the best value of care at one provider
when she suffers from one illness, and the best value of care at another provider when she suffers from
another illness condition. In Africa, very few rural residents have access to any form of health insurance and
they can therefore choose between any of a number of providers for each and every illness condition. We
will show that patients do exercise significant choice; the same family might visit a large number of different
providers for different conditions over the course of the same year. It is the contention of this paper that
these choices can be modeled as rational matches of illness conditions to the resources supplied at various
providers.

The model introduced is not very different, in its basic form, from sophisticated models of health seeking
behavior (see for exampleGertler, Locay and Sanderson, 1987; Dor, Gertler and van der Gaag, 1987; Gertler
and Van der Gaag, 1990; Bolduc, Lacroix and Muller, 1996). However, we suggest that patients possess and
use much more information about health care than these authors have been willing to assume and that this
information plays an important role in the choice of provider. The health seeking behavior of these informed
and active patients leads to a very different understanding of issues such as the elasticity of demand for
medical care.

On the other hand, our approach is very different than the view of patients which permeates much of the
literature and most of the public policy debate on health care delivery. That view is dominated by passive
patients and a concern with delivery of services. Health care is seen as a universal human right and therefore
the job of all governments is to assure access to affordable standard health services. Though universal access
is a beneficial poverty alleviation program, the focus on taking services to patients ignores the contribution
that patients can make on their own behalf. It is either assumed that patients do not choose between providers
(they go to the closest facility) or that if they do choose facilities it is damaging (or at best unhelpful) to their
own health. Most policy makers assume that all use of traditional healers, drug sellers, and self–care are
symptoms of ignorance or poverty on the part of consumers. Most of the literature does not model the
decision to seek alternative sources of care, the reasons that patients choose facilities that are not the closest
facility or the types of information that people possess. We will discuss how this view of patients fails to
take advantage of the opportunities that are present, and imposes unnecessary costs on patients.

In this paper, we present empirical evidence of the validity of this view. We show evidence of strong
patterns of choice on the basis of illness condition. In one case these patterns are explained by appeal
to a theory of the incentives of different providers to provide medical effort and fixed levels of skill. In
another case the patterns are compared to objective measures of a variety of inputs into health care (include
diagnosis and prescription quality), and the patterns are compared to objective medical opinion as to which
illnesses respond more to which inputs. In both cases patients are shown to exhibit patterns of choice that
show sophistication in their understanding of both the levels of inputs that are available and the use of those
inputs.

The paper is organized as follows. In the next section we develop a stylized model of our view of ‘active
patients.’Section 2examines the empirical evidence in support of our view.Section 3discusses the policy
implications of this view andSection 4concludes.

1 An ‘Active Patient’ View of Health Care

Economic theorizing about health care implicitly derives from the “medical model” ofParsons(1951, Chap.
10). Parsons saw the patient as an inadequately informed andhence passiverecipient of care from an
omniscient physician. Observation of patients in consultation with physicians certainly supports this view.
The following summaries of conversations with Lebanese women encapsulate the near-universal experience
of health-seeking.
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Lebanese women’s perception of the obstetric care they received was characterized by the feel-
ing of passivity. . . . [W]omen are often very cooperative with the medical team in a hospital set-
ting and don’t express their concerns and worries. . . . No woman reported that she had actively
challenged any procedure or aspect of care she received. (Kabakian-Khasholian, Campbell,
Shediac-Rizkallaha and Ghorayebc, 2000, pp. 111–112)

This passivity is a direct result of the asymmetry of information: patients do not know at the time
whether what is happening is the right thing or not, and even if they do, it is not at all clear what action they
could undertake to improve anything. However, though patients are passive in front of the doctor, they are
not passive when they choose doctors.

[W]omen based their choice of provider on their previous experience with the same physician
or on what they heard from other women in their social network. (Kabakian-Khasholian et al.,
2000, p. 106)

Patients have a choice about who they visit and even though they appear to be—and certainly act—
powerless when face to face with a physician, there is no reason for them to be powerless when they choose
a physician. Indeed patients are observed to choose between a wide variety of practitioners. The empirical
literature on health care in Africa demonstrates quite conclusively that the sick are not passive in their use
of the health care system but instead are actively making choices between an array of options. The choices
made often are explained by factors unrelated to medicine, such as price and distance, or by static attributes
of the facilities, such as availability of drugs or perceived quality (Stock, 1983; Yoder, 1989; Waddington
and Enyimayew, 1989; Abel-Smith and Rawal, 1992; Litvack and Bodart, 1993). Another group of studies,
however, indicates that choice is being guided by the character or severity of the illness (Mwabu, 1986, 1989;
Mwabu and Mwangi, 1986; Mwabu, Ainsworth and Nyamete, 1993; Sauerborn et al., 1989; Bichmann et al.,
1991; Leonard, 2003a, 2000; Ndeso-Atanga, 2000). What information do patients have and how do they use
it?

1.1 A model of health seeking behavior

We introduce a model of health seeking that relies neither on passive patients, nor on patients who can argue
or negotiate with their doctors over the quality of care. We introduce first a model of the value of health care
that illuminates two aspects of information possessed by patients. After introducing a model of the value
of health, we model the role of health care, allowing us to discuss models of patient choice of health care
practitioner.

1.2 The Value of Health

We begin with an individual who has fallen sick.4 The patient does not know the disease but she does know
the illness condition; the set of symptoms and other characteristics observable to patients. The given level
of health stock isH. Health intervention might lead to a change in the level of health,∆H. We simplify the
idea of health intervention by assuming that there are only two possible outcomes; the worst outcomeh (no

4This is an obvious but important beginning. Often health care is seen in a critical light because of its association with the
unfortunate event of poor health: “The money used to pay for health care may otherwise have been used for food, agricultural
development or education. Payment for health services is thus made at considerable social cost to the family.” (Waddington and
Enyimayew, 1989, p. 38) The terrible event that has befallen such families is not health care, but illness. In addition, when a patient
is healthy (or not suffering from a health crisis) health care is only one of many methods of improving health. When they are sick,
however, health care is reasonably seen as a priority intervention.
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change in health status, for example) and the best outcomeh̄ (full recovery, for example).

∆H ∈ {h, h̄} (1)

In most cases the best outcome will be the same as returning a patient to her level of health previous to
being sick, but there is no need to make such a restriction. Sometimes the best outcome is not as good as the
previous state of health (a traumatic accident with permanent injuries, for example) and other times the best
outcome can be better than the previous state of health (a heart attack as a result of an unrecognized heart
condition that leads the patient to change eating habits or lifestyle).

There are two outcomes and we assume two possible distributions over these outcomes.φ? is the ‘true
diagnosis’ distribution andφ∅ is the ‘false diagnosis’ distribution.

true diagnosis φ? prob(∆H = h̄) = ρ? prob(∆H = h) = 1− ρ?

false diagnosis φ∅ prob(∆H = h̄) = ρ∅ prob(∆H = h) = 1− ρ∅

We motivate these distributions as follows; if the patient’s condition is correctly diagnosed and the proper
treatment regime is prescribed, understood and followed, the patient will have a probability of full recovery
of ρ?. If the diagnosis is incorrect, the probability of recovery isρ∅. Note that it will not generally be true
that if everything is done correctly the patient must recover, nor that if nothing is done correctly the patient
cannot recover.

The patient does not value health care, only health outcomes. However, in order to increase the proba-
bility of being cured the patient might purchase health care. Health care can be represented as a technology
that probabilistically spansφ? andφ∅. A better technology (better health care) is one that has a higher prob-
ability of choosing the ‘true diagnosis’ distribution than another technology. We represent the technology
by Γ (0 ≤ Γ ≤ 1) where

∆H ∼ Γ · φ? + (1− Γ) · φ∅ (2)

The ‘best’ technology (Γ = 1) has a 100% chance of correct diagnosis and leads to a chance of recovery of
ρ?, and the ‘worst’ technology (Γ = 0) has a 100% chance of choosing among the incorrect diagnoses and
leads to a chance of recovery ofρ∅. Increases inΓ increase the probability of a patient being cured. The
properties of the two binomial distributions (ρ? andρ∅) are given by the illness condition.Γ is a general
function of all possible inputs into health care including, but not limited to medicine, laboratory tests, skill,
and effort. The distribution of outcomes and their stochastic relationship to diagnoses, is an important source
of asymmetric information in health care. Observing a good outcome does not allow patients to inferΓ.

We follow the basic model ofGrossman(1975) and consider health as increasing the number of hours
available for work and leisure (the investment component) as well as augmenting utility directly (a con-
sumption component.) Utility is a function of health status, income potential minus the costs of health care
and the disutility of the effort of the patient. Thus,U = U(H, I(H)−C, c(p)). H is health status (or health
stock),I(H) is the income potential at health levelH, C are monetary costs,p represents non-monetary
costs (such as patient effort), andc(p) is the disutility of these non-monetary costs.

Because there are only two possible outcomes, utility is a probabilistic mapping (defined byΓ) of the
utility when the patient is cured and the utility when the patient is not cured.

EU = Γ
(
ρ?Ū + (1− ρ?)U

)︸ ︷︷ ︸
utility under true diagnosis

+(1− Γ)
(
ρ∅Ū + (1− ρ∅)U

)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

utility under false diagnosis

(3)

where Ū = U [h̄, (I(h̄)− C), c(p)] and U = U [h, (I(h)− C), c(p)]

Ū is the utility if the patient is cured andU is the utility if the patient is not cured. Here, it helps to assume
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a separable utility form such thatU = V [H, I(H)] − C − c(p). Although income and total costs are
measured in the same units and need not be separated we choose this formulation for the following reasons.
The income (or earning potential of the patient) and health level for good outcomes is the same whether the
patient sought health care or not; it depends on the outcome, not the process. The part of utility inside the
utility operator (V [H, I(H)]) depends on the outcome, not on the costs or effort exerted. Thus, in the end,
this part of utility will be independent of which provider is chosen whereas the fees paid or the disutility
of other patient inputs might depend on the provider chosen. Costs and disutility have a linear relation to
utility. For ease of exposition we writeV [h̄, I(h̄)] asV̄ andV [h, I(h)] asV .

The expected utility when no medical care is sought (Γ = 0, C = 0 andc(p) = 0) is ρ∅ · V̄ +(1−ρ∅) ·V .
Using the separable utility function, expandingEquation 3and subtracting the utility when no care is sought
the net expected utility is

∆EU(Γ) = Γ(ρ? − ρ∅) ·
(
V̄ − V

)
− C − c(p)

We scaleV to zero and introduce the termG such thatG = (ρ? − ρ∅)V̄ , and further expandC to include
both fees and travel costsF + T . G is the maximum expected gain from health care;(ΓG), is the actual
expected gain from health care.

∆EU(Γ) = ΓG− F − T − c(p) (4)

with

Γ = γ (r1, r2, . . . , rL) (5)

rl are inputs into the health care process (such as medical effort, medical skill, pharmaceuticals, etc.) Thus
the net gain in healthiness is the product of the quantity of health care consumed (Γ), the gain in the proba-
bility of a good outcome (ρ? − ρ∅) and the value of a good outcome (V̄ = V [h̄, I(h̄)]), minus the fees paid
(F ), the cost of travel to a health care provider (T ) and any non-monetary costs of the patient incurred in
seeking health care (c(p)). For any normal good with these characteristics it remains only to maximize the
net gain in utility by setting the marginal contribution of each input equal to its cost.

1.3 Asymmetric Information in the Supply of Health Care Inputs

However, health care is not an ordinary good. Health care suffers from asymmetric information which
means that many of the resources that are provided in health care cannot be evaluated by patients. Take
medical effort, for example. A patient can know whether or not medical effort is valuable to the cure, but
cannot evaluate whether or not medical effort was provided. Thus the patient will not be able to purchase
any arbitrary level of any given input. Note that in this model the outcome is binary. Patients will only
observe whether or not they were cured and it is difficult to evaluate the quantity or quality of inputs when
there are only two possible outcomes.

Even when inputs are observable, (politeness, cleanliness of facilities, availability of key medicines,
whether or not there is electricity for the X-ray machine, etc.) institutional rigidities suggest that for many
types of providers (government for example) the patient must simply accept the level of input that is pro-
vided. The electricity is either on or it is off, patients cannot negotiate with a doctor in a government hospital
as to whether or not it will be on.

Thus, patients will not be able to purchase optimal levels of inputs at many providers, and for many
inputs they will not be able to purchase optimal levels at any provider. Patients will receive some amount of
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various resources at any provider they choose to visit and therefore, we have:

∆EUijk = ΓijkGik − Fjk − Tij − c(p) (6)

Γijk = γk

(
r1(ijk), r2(ijk), . . . , rL(ijk)

)
with the terms inEquation 6defined inTable 1.

Table 1: Definitions of Terms inEquation 6
term definition
i Index of individuals
j Index of providers
k Index of illness conditions (cough, diarrhea, injury, etc.)
l Index of inputs (diagnostic effort, quality prescription, etc.)
∆EUijk Net expected utility (for individuali, with illnessk at providerj)
Γijk Technology of health care (0 ≤ Γ ≤ 1)
γk Production function for technology (Γ), which varies byk, the illness condition
rl(ijk) Quantity of resource or inputl provided
Gik Maximum expected gain from health care (G = (ρ? − ρ∅)V̄ )
Fjk Expected fee and drug costs of illness conditionj at providerk
Tij Travel cost of individuali to providerj
c(p) Non-monetary costs in health care such as patient effort

Note thatG is independent of the provider chosen, and that the form of the production function for
health is also independent of the provider chosen and the patient (though the values ofrl are not). Any
characteristics of the patient that are important to the definition of the illness condition (such as age) are
characteristics of the illness conditionk). There is a separate production function for each illness condition.
The set of possible inputs to health is the same, but the usefulness of any input will depend on the illness in
question. For some illnesses medicine is more important than diagnosis, for example, for others the opposite
will be true.

Definition 1 (Resource elasticity of net healthiness,εlk)

εlk =
∂GΓ
∂rl

rl

GΓ
=

∂Γ
∂rl

rl

Γ
(7)

The resource elasticity of net healthiness is the percentage change in net healthiness from a 1% change in
the supply of resourcel.

The elasticity of net healthiness (health outcomes) with respect to resources is a measure of the degree to
which outcomes depend on a particular input. This need not be constant, but we suggest that particular
illness conditions will have a higher elasticity for particular inputs than other illness conditions. Some
resources are more important for some illnesses conditions than for others;εlk varies by illness condition
and resource.

Definition 2 (Optimal resource quantity, r∗l )

r∗ ∈ argmax
~r

∆EUijk = γ (r1, r2, . . . , rl) Gik − Fjk − Tij − c(p) (8)

r∗l is an abbreviation ofr∗l (ik), The optimal resource quantity is the optimal level of resourcel for each
illness condition and patient.r∗l is an abbreviation ofr∗l (ik).
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The optimal level of each resource is a function of the value of health care, the responsiveness of the illness
condition to that resource and the unit cost of that resource.

Definition 3 (Actual resource quantity, r̂l) The actual resource quantity is the actual amount of each re-
source provided for patienti, at providerj, for illness conditionk. r̂l is an abbreviation of̂rl(ijk).

Definition 4 (Estimated resource quantity,r̃l) The estimated resource quantity is the patient’s estimate of
the quantity of resourcel that would be provided for illness conditionk at providerj. r̃l is an abbreviation
of r̃l(ijk).

Under the strictest formulation of the rational–patient–in–complete–markets modelr∗l = r̂l = r̃l; There
are market failures in the delivery of health care, but contracts between providers and patients and competi-
tion resolve these issues and insure that the optimal levels of resources are provided.

The purest form of the passive patient model also assumes thatr∗l = r̂l. This is not because patients
can observe the use of resources but because the practitioner has a utility function that perfectly matches the
patient’s utility function over health outcomes and inputs. Doctors, because they are doctors, always insure
that their patients receive the best possible care. Note that if doctors are benevolent (or perfect agents)
passivity is a rational response for patients.

It is not difficult to find evidence that the traditional view is incorrect. For example,Table 2show the
results of a data collection effort in which doctors were evaluated using vignettes and by observing their
consultations of actual patients. The vignette is a case study patient and is similar to an exam. It can
be thought of as measuring the knowledge of a clinician. The consultations however, measures practice.
There were a series of 26 diagnostic procedures which were required both on the vignette and in the actual
consultation. The consultations were observed by other medical doctors who determined what was required.
For all diagnostic procedures, 50 percent of doctors knew what was required (yes/yes + yes/no). However,
in only half of the consultations observed did these doctors actually do the right thing. Clearly there was an
issue of training (all of the doctors should have known what to do in the exam), but there was also an issue
of will, since half of those who knew what to do did not. This evidence is not compatible with a view of
benevolent physicians.

Table 2: Vignette procedures compared to direct clinician observation
vign/observe pair obs yes/yes no/no yes/no no/yes

# % % % %
total 3836 25 36 25 15
history taking total 2065 29 31 26 13
physical exam total 1771 19 41 23 17

Each clinician was observed in a vignette (case study patient) as well as in many actual patient consultations. The observations
record the number of paired procedures observed in direct consultations. There were 26 vignette/consultation matches in which a
clinician is observed in the same situation. yes/yes means the clinician did what was medically required in both the vignette and the
actual consultation. yes/no means that he did what was medically required in the vignette but not in the actual consultation. Source:
Leonard and Masatu(2002).

Although everyone who works in health care in developing countries would agree that perfect–agent
doctors do not exist (or are certainly not common), many continue to view the patient as being passive. As the
assumption of benevolent doctors is relaxed, the both the active and the passive patient model would agree
that r̂l 6= r∗l ; doctors do not provide optimal effort. However, the passive patient model also assumes that
patients have no idea about the production function for health (Γ), particularlyεlk. Without any knowledge
of εlk, there is little value to refined estimates ofr̃l. Patients may know that̂rlj > r̂lj′ (practitionerj
provides more of resourcel than practitionerj′), but would not be able to differentiate between illnesses for
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which this fact was relatively more or less important. Thus patients might form crude opinions of quality at
facilities but will be unable to differentiate between illness conditions on the basis of this quality. This view
is compatible with models in which patients are choosing between facilities on the basis of overall quality.
They prefer high quality facilities if they can afford them, but do not know when they need them.

With active patients,r∗l 6= r̂l, but r̃l (estimated) is at least correlated if not equal tor̂l (actual). In
addition, patients estimateεlk. It is not clear how they come to possess it, but the empirical evidence will
make it clear that they do possess this information.

1.4 How can patients improve their health in this model?

There are two basic strategies available to patients even if they cannot purchase quality directly. First, they
can form contracts with health care providers that give the proper incentives to the providers. Second, they
can evaluate the incentives that providers face and choose between providers to seek the bestavailable
quality. We examine the evidence that patients do form contracts when it is possible, and that even when it
is not possible they have a sophisticated understanding of the quality that is available at different providers
and they choose optimally among providers. This behavior has a significant impact on the health outcomes
of the rural poor.

2 Empirical Evidence of ‘Active Patients’

In this section, we examine the contracts that patients form when they are given the opportunity to negotiate
directly with practitioners. We then look at the patterns of choice observed in different data sets in Africa.
One data set suggests that if you combine the availability of contracts at traditional healers with patient
choice you can show that patients choices are optimal responses to the available providers. Another paper
examines the link between choice and objectively measured quality and again shows that the patterns of
choice suggest that patients are aware of quality and of the differing role of different types of quality in
curing their illnesses.

2.1 Traditional Medicine

The general theory of asymmetric information (or agency) has long recognized that one solution to agency
is to force the agent (the person performing the unobservable services) to face the loss or gain of his actions.
The counterpart in health care is thepay–only–if–curedcontract, which has long been recognized as an ideal
health care contract (Arrow, 1963; Dranove and White, 1987). If patients paid their doctors only if they were
cured, or more if they were cured than if they were not, the economic cost of agency would be reduced.

This ‘ideal’ contract is exactly the method by which traditional healers in Africa do business. Patients
in the South West Province of Cameroun pay traditional healers over twice as much if they are cured than
if they are not cured (Leonard, 2003a). Healers receive an initial payment and negotiate with the patient
over a payment to be made in the future. In all cases, if the treatment did not result in improvement of
the condition, the patient paid nothing beyond the initial payment. Thepay–only–if–curedcontract means
that healers have strong incentives to provide quality care even if the patient cannot evaluate or observe
this quality. (SeeLeonard, 2003a, for further discussion of the economics of traditional healers.) The fact
that solutions to market failures in the delivery of health care exist in indiginous, traditional institutions is
evidence of both an understanding of these market failures on the part of traditional healers, and a willingness
to seek these solutions on the part of patients. The existence of this particular contract is, in itself, evidence
of active patients.5

5The irony is that this contract also supports the theory of rational–patient–in–complete–markets. The cultural–based source of
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2.2 Self–Selection of Providers by Illness Condition
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Figure 1: Estimated annual visits to clinics in Idodi Ward, Iringa Rural District, Tanzania

Figure 1is a stylized representation of the annual visits from a selection of villages to a selection of
health facilities in Idodi ward, Iringa Rural District, Tanzania (Leonard, Mliga and Haile Mariam, 2002, p.
1). There are four modern health facilities in the area; two government facilities, one Roman Catholic and
one Lutheran facility. There are 4 villages and the radius of each circle representing a village is proportional
to the population of that village. The population of Kitanewa (the largest village) is almost 2,400 people.
This graph shows two important patterns: patients are bypassing facilities, and patients are bypassing in
different directions. Some patients are leaving Tungamalenga to visit a health facility in Kitanewa at the
same time that patients Kitanewa are leaving to visit Tungamalenga.

Table 3shows the outcomes of patients who visited a series of providers (for the first visit) from data
collected in the Southwest Province of Cameroun (Leonard, 2003a). In this data, patients can choose be-
tween traditional healers, government clinics, government hospitals, mission clinics and mission hospitals.
Table 3reports the outcomes of all illness episodes at different types of practitioners.

Almost 5% of people who visited traditional healers died and healers have the lowest cure rate. At
first glance, this supports the commonly–held view of traditional healers as providers of poor quality care
who are visited by tradition–bound patients. However, by this measure, the second worst practitioner is the
mission hospital. We know that mission hospitals are, beyond question, the highest quality centers. On the
other hand, the best cure rates are at government clinics and these are the worst of the modern practitioners.

medicine can be seen as a efficient–institutional response. To find evidence of inefficient, historically–based rigid institutions we
need to turn to modern medicine.
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Table 3: Episode Outcomes by Provider (Cameroun Household Survey)
Percentage of all visits to a practitioner resulting in given outcome
result Gov Clinic Mis Clinic Gov Hosp Mis Hosp Trad Heal Total
died 1.9 2.7 1.5 3.2 4.6 2.5
cureda 79.5 66.9 72.1 59.7 53.0 69.2
sought other care 1.3 2.7 2.2 4.8 4.6 2.6
went homeb 3.9 4.1 5.2 9.7 4.6 4.9
referred 2.6 3.4 0.7 0.0 3.0 2.1
cont. treatmentc 10.9 20.3 18.4 22.6 30.3 18.7

Sample of 533

illness episodes from Mbonge subdivision of South West Province of Cameroun. Outcomes are reported by patients; not taken
from health facilities.
a Combination of responses “cured” and “well enough”.
b Not cured, not seeking care elsewhere.
c Continuing treatment at the time of the survey.
Source: (Leonard, 2003a).

The findings do not reflect quality, but rather, as we shall are the result of self–selection byillness condition.
The choice of facility is based, at least in part on the severity of theillness condition.

Table 4shows the patterns of chief complaint and the first visits to health providers in rural Kenya.
Also shown are the clusters of chief complaints generated by a cluster analysis process (Mwabu, 1986).
The clusters suggest that visits to providers are being determined (at least in part) by illness conditions (or
chief complaints). Note that cluster one and two correspond roughly to chief complaints that lead to a visit
to government and mission clinics. Cluster three corresponds to illnesses that lead to visits primarily to
traditional healers and mission clinics. Cluster four is visits to mission clinics and government hospitals,
cluster five and seven represent visits to mission clinics and pharmacies and cluster six represents visits to
government clinics and pharmacies.

(Leonard, 2003a) suggest that patterns of patient choice in Cameroun are evidence of patients who know
and understand bothεlk andrl. The survey in Cameroun was designed to elicit information that patients had
before they sought care: all of the symptoms they experienced; the self–declared severity of the disease; the
number of days sick before seeking care; and the number of those days in which the patient was bedridden.
With the characteristics of the disease plus the age and sex of the individual and information about endemic
diseases in the area (but not information on the choice of practitioner or the diagnosis) the paper developed
estimates of the elasticities of healthiness (εlk) with respect to medical effort, medical skill and patient effort
(Leonard, 2003a).

The paper follows the same basic model as that shown inEquation 6;

∆EUijk = ΓijkGik − Fjk − Tij

where Γ = γ(r̂m, εm, r̂p, εp, r̂s(t), εs(t), r̂s(c), εs(c), r̂s(h), εs(h))

r̂s(t), r̂s(c), and r̂s(h) are the skill provided at traditional healers, clinics (both mission and government)
and hospitals (both mission and government) respectively, and are fixed levels.εs(t), εs(c) andεs(h) are the
elasticities of outcomes with respect to skills provided at healers, clinics and hospitals respectively. Each
facility provides only one level of skill—hospitals always provide at least as much skill as clinics and clinics
at least as much as healers—but that skill is more or less useful for different illness conditions.

r̂m is the quantity of medical effort provided at each provider (for each illness condition) andr̂p is
the quantity of patient effort provided. The quantities of these resources vary with respect to the illness
condition. In general̂rm = f(εm, εp, r̂p) andr̂p = f(εm, εp, r̂m) so we can say that the level of health care
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Table 4: Percentage Distribution of first visits by individual illnesses and illness clusters across providers
(Rural Kenya)
Cluster Chief Govt Missn Priv Govt Phmcy Trad.

complaint clinic clinic clinic hosp. or shop healer Self None
1 Ear 25.0 12.0 12.0 0.0 12.5 0.0 25.0 25.5
1 Eye 40.0 26.7 0.0 6.7 6.7 0.0 6.7 13.3
1 Cough 36.4 27.3 0.0 2.3 22.7 0.0 3.5 13.8
1 Vomiting 40.0 20.0 0.0 0.0 20.0 0.0 0.0 20.0
1 Backache 36.1 27.8 8.3 0.0 11.1 11.1 0.0 5.5
1 Abdomen 41.5 16.9 4.6 1.5 24.6 3.1 6.2 1.5
1 Rib pain 30.0 20.0 10.0 10.0 30.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
1 Diarrhea 25.0 35.0 0.0 0.0 20.0 5.0 15.0 0.0

Mean % 34.3 23.3 4.4 2.6 18.5 2.4 7.0 8.3
2 Wounds 52.6 15.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 10.5 15.8 5.2
2 Fainting 66.7 33.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Mean % 59.7 24.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.3 7.9 2.6
3 Asthma 20.0 40.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 40.0 0.0 0.0
3 Bodypain 23.5 17.7 11.8 0.0 5.9 29.4 5.9 5.9
3 Joint pain 20.0 20.0 0.0 6.7 6.7 20.0 13.3 6.7
3 Other 28.6 14.3 14.3 14.3 0.0 28.6 0.0 0.0

Mean % 23.0 23.0 6.6 5.3 3.0 29.5 4.8 3.2
4 Malaria 0.0 50.0 0.0 37.7 0.0 0.0 7.1 7.1
4 Leprosy 0.0 60.0 0.0 20.0 0.0 20.0 0.0 0.0

Mean % 0.0 55.5 0.0 28.9 0.0 0.0 3.5 3.5
5 Swelling 20.0 60.0 0.0 0.0 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
5 Heart 10.0 40.0 10.0 20.0 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Mean % 15.0 50.0 5.0 10.0 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
6 Headache 21.9 9.5 2.9 0.9 47.6 3.8 4.8 8.6
6 Fever 17.7 8.8 0.0 0.0 58.8 0.0 5.9 8.8

Mean % 19.8 9.2 1.5 0.5 53.2 1.9 5.4 8.7
7 Tuberculosis 0.0 66.7 0.0 0.0 33.3 0.0 0.0 0.0

Source:Mwabu(1986)
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provided is a function of the elasticities. Thus

Γ = γ(εm, εp, r̂s(t), εs(t), r̂s(c), εs(c), r̂s(h), εs(h))

G is estimated as a linear function of patient characteristics and the severity of the illness condition.
We develop a series of reduced form hypotheses based on the incentives of each provider to provide

effort. Clearly, we expect skill to be a significant determinant of choice and that the coefficients on the
elasticities of outcomes with respect to all levels of skill (εs(t), εs(c), εs(h)) will be significant and positive. In
addition, analysis of the incentives at providers leads to the following testable hypotheses; mission facilities
(both clinics and hospitals) are more likely to be chosen when the elasticity of outcomes with respect to
medical effort is high (since these facilities provide uniformly high levels of medical effort but also have
lower costs); government facilities are more likely to be chosen when the elasticity with respect to medical
effort is low (they provide little effort) and traditional healers are more likely to be chosen when the elasticity
with respect to both medical and patient effort are high (traditional healers provide high levels of medical
effort, but particularly high levels when patients also provide high levels of effort). All of these hypotheses
are born out in the reduced form analysis contained inLeonard(2003a) and are support of the hypothesis
that patients are aware of both resource provision levels and the benefit of these resources.

Leonard(2000) uses the same data set and estimates a maximum likelihood structural estimation of the
parameters of the contracts available at each provider.Figure 2is a two dimensional representation of illness
conditions according to the elasticity of healthiness with respect to medical and patient effort. Shown on
the graph is the maximum likelihood choice of provider holding other features of patients constant. The
prediction that patients prefer traditional healers when they suffer from conditions that are very responsive
to both medical and patient effort is shown in this graph.

These data cannot be directly compared to the data fromMwabu(1986) because the various providers
face different incentives and the definition of chief complaint is not the same as the definition of illness
condition. However, the incentives facing traditional healers are the same in both data sets6 and it is not
difficult to see how asthma (a condition likely to lead to a visit to a traditional healer according to our
analysis andFigure 2) body pain and joint pain can be characterized as being illnesses that require effort
of both the doctor and the patient as well as a degree of cooperation between them. It is not difficult to
imagine these patterns being based on the same type of choice mechanism, again supporting the hypotheses
of information and choice in patients.

2.3 Choice and Objective Measures of Quality

In Iringa rural district of Tanzania,Leonard et al.(2002) examines patient choice as well as objective mea-
sures of various qualities of care available at a series of clinics owned by the government and nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs). All of the facilities are clinics and are similar in terms of capacity but differ
markedly on other measures of quality. Quality scores were gathered by other doctors and nurses who visited
each facility and include the following:

CONSULT: The average quality of consultations from the point of view of an observing clinician. The score
of each facility is the average of the fixed effects for each of its clinicians.

PRESCRIP: This score reflects the appropriateness of the prescriptions given to patients. The ‘perfect’
prescription involvesonly the necessary drugs andall the necessary drugs.

INJECT: The percentage of non-infant prescriptions for malaria that were given by injection. This is a per-
facility average intended to reflect a proclivity to injections in general. This variable is only indirectly

6Personal communication with the author.
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Figure 2: Pattern of Predicted First Visits to Selected Providers according to responsiveness to medical and
patient effort (Rural Cameroun)
Source:Leonard(2000). TH traditional healer, MH mission hospital, MC mission clinic, GH government hospital, GC government
clinic

measured (as opposed to the first two variables) by looking at outpatient registers and we therefore
have less confidence in it.

N DRUGS: Number of drugs prescribed. UnlikePRESCRIP, this is not necessarily in conflict with the health
of patients, but inflicts unnecessary costs. This is a per-facility average. This variable is indirectly
measured in the same manner asINJECT.

Each facility in the sample has a unique mixture of these scores and we can observe patients choosing
between facilities.Leonard et al.(2002) develop a mixed multinomial/conditional logit regression where
the dependent variable is the choice between the three nearest government, and two nearest NGO clinics.
Included are a series of organization and illness interaction effects to control for expected costs (fees and
the cost of drugs) as well as some patient characteristics and the travel distance. Last, we include illness
condition/resource interaction terms withCONSULT, INJECT, PRESCRIP, andN DRUGSas resources.

This specification can be represented as the following modification ofEquation 6;

∆EUijk = Γijk + Gik − Fjk − Tij

Γ =
L∑

l=1

K∑
k=1

rlj · εlk

Each resource (indexed byl) is assumed fixed at each provider (thusrlj) and there is a unique elasticity
of outcomes for each illness condition and each resource (thusεlk). We have visited each provider and can
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estimate the levels ofrlj and we use a mixed multinomial/conditional logit specification to determine patient
estimates ofεlk. We have data onFjk andTij but we do not have good information onG (only age and
gender).

The paper shows that each resource has a significant impact for the average illness; on average, pa-
tients seek good quality consultation and prescriptions and avoid facilities that over-use injections and over-
prescribe medication. However, patients with different illnesses have different preferences for these different
resources:εlk vary significantly between illness conditions. Patients suffering from particular illness condi-
tions exhibit patterns of choice that differ from the average condition; they are more likely to visit facilities
with certain characteristics, for example.

Table 5shows the patterns that are predicted by a medical analysis of the illnesses in question: medical
estimates ofεlk. Shown are the overall preferences; medical opinion states that patients should prefer facil-
ities that have good consultation quality (CONSULT) and good prescription (PRESCRIP) and avoid facilities
that over–use injections (INJECT) or use too many drugs (N DRUGS). When medical opinion states that
particular illness conditions have different needs for resources from the average condition, this is noted with
a +, or -. For example, according to medical opinion, the care-giver of an infant with dysentery has less need
of high quality consultation than the average patient and more need of a good prescription. In other words,
the condition is not difficult to diagnose, but requires care in the use of medicine.

Also shown inTable 5is whether or not the medical opinion is supported by the observed patterns.
✓ indicates that medical opinion and the actions of patients agree.✗ indicates that medical opinion and
the actions of patients disagree. Where neither✓ or ✗ is indicated, agreement or disagreement cannot be
statistically determined. +✓(− ✓) means that, according to medical opinion, patients should seek this
resource more (less) than for the average condition and that patient behavior confirms medical opinion.

With the exception of consultation quality for infants (CONSULT) all of the averages agree. On average
patients, agree with medical opinion in terms of the usefulness of resources for deviations from the average
condition. For the two scores in which the study had the most confidence,CONSULT and PRESCRIP, the
agreements are quite good. Even for the other two scores there are more agreements than disagreements.

This empirical investigation is an attempt to estimateεlk after having directly measured̂rl and to see
whether the patients estimates of resource elasticities and resource levels are similar to medical opinion. The
results show that, not only do patients behave as if they know something about the levels of inputs provided,
they also know when these resources are of use and for which illness conditions. The can neither accept nor
reject perfectly informed patients, but can clearly reject passive patients.

3 Implications for Research and Policy

There is strong evidence that patients have and are using information in their choice of health care facilities.
Certainly more work is required in order to gain confidence in this view. However, such work is only useful
if the policy implications of this view of patients are significantly different than policy implications that
would be obtained under prevailing views.

Demand for health care There is much debate on the price elasticity of demand for health care in de-
veloping countries (see, for a good summaryGertler and Van der Gaag, 1990). We suggest, first that such
studies will obtain misleading results and second that the more important question is the price elasticity of
actual health care resource provision. Each individual study might obtain an estimate of price elasticity of
health care, but since patients do not value health care (but rather being cured), what does this demand curve
represent? If the quality remains constant, then the study will obtain an elasticity estimate for that level of
quality, but unless quality is the same in every study in every country, the results of these studies cannot be
compared. Each one measures a response to a particular level of quality.
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Table 5: Medical opinion for illness condition/quality matches compared to actual patterns of visits in rural
Tanzania

CONSULT PRESCRIP INJECT N DRUGS

Infant (Avg) + + ✓ - ✓ - ✓

malaria - - + ✓

upper rti ✓ ✗ + ✓

pneumonia - ✓ + + ✓ - ✗

cough + ✓ + ✓ - ✓ ✗

diarrhea + - - ✓ +
eye problem ✓ - ✓ - +
injury - - ✓ + ✗ + ✓

dysentery - + - - ✗

scabies - - - ✓ ✓

worms - ✓ - ✗ ✗

Non-Infant (Avg) + ✓ + ✓ - ✓ - ✓

malaria ✓ - ✓ - ✓

upper rti - ✓ ✗ - +
injury - ✓ - + ✓

pneumonia - + + ✗ +
cough + ✓ + ✗ + ✓

dysentery - ✗ + ✓ - ✓ ✓

diarrhea - ✓ - ✓ - ✓ ✓

worms - ✗ - - ✓ ✗

severe abd pain + + ✓ + ✗

eye problem + ✓ - ✓

Pelvic Infl. Dis. + + ✗ ✗ + ✓

skin inf. ✓ + - ✗

sexually transmitted disease+ ✓ + ✗ + ✗

scabies - - - - ✗

asthma + ✓ ✓ + ✓

correct matches 11 10 9 12
incorrect matches 2 3 7 8

✓: Prediction and estimate agree statistically.
✗: Prediction and estimate disagree statistically.
Source: (Leonard et al., 2002). See definitions of terms on12.

Far more interesting are studies such asLitvack and Bodart(1993), in which quality was improved si-
multaneously with an increase in price. In that study the demand for some socio-economic groups (including
the poor) increased. This study is evidence of the view of active patients we have proposed in this paper. If
institutions were rational, or if patients could bargain over inputs, patients should have been able to increase
quality without any government reform (since they were willing to pay for it). The paper also suggests what
should be the more important question: what is the price elasticity of health care quality, or of particular
inputs?

Leonard(2003b) estimates a model in which there are imperfect markets for medical effort. Given the
parameters estimated, the paper can simulate the utility that patients would achieve if they could bargain
directly with practitioners over the delivery of quality. Shown inTable 6is the estimated utility (derived
from a model of patient choice) of patients under the current system as well as the estimated utility if
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Table 6: Estimates of Utility from health care, with and without Agency
utility trad heal gov cln gov hos mis cln mis hos sample

With Agency
average for all episodes 5.2 12.4 13.7 14.0 6.6
average for predicted visit 9.6 7.1 22.2 14.6 41.0 15.0

Without Agency; Full Information
average for all episodes 44.8 55.1 33.0 50.7 22.6

All units 1,000 CFA (approx 2 USD). Average for all episodes is the average utility for each illness episode if the patient visited
that facility. Average for predicted visit is the average utility for patients who choose to visit that facility (utility is weighted by the
probability that the patient would choose that facility). Source: (Leonard, 2003b).

patients could bargain over the provision of inputs. The first row is the utility that all patients would achieve
if they visited any particular provider. The second row represents the average utility for those illnesses
that we predict will lead to visits to that practitioner. The second row reflects the choice of patients. Note
that the sample average utility of 15,000 CFA is higher than the average if all patients visited government
clinics (12,400 CFA). This is despite the fact that patients have to travel further and pay more money to visit
government hospitals, mission clinics or mission hospitals. They improve their utility by wisely exercising
choice.

The third row shows the utility that patients would obtain at any given provider in the absence of asym-
metric information. This is the utility that would be obtained if patients could negotiate with providers over
the supply of inputs. The utility is not weighted by choice (since there would be less use for choice) and
should therefore be compared to the utility in the first row. Note that this is the utility after compensating
providers for the additional inputs provided. Average utility is greatly increased. Clearly, increasing quality
even with higher prices will benefit patients.

Microeconomic foundations for government intervention in the delivery of outpatient services The
traditional justification for government intervention in the delivery of outpatient curative services7 is that
health care is a merit good, or that health care is a universal human right. However, this argument is not
sufficient. Food is a merit good by this argument, but most people would agree that governments should not
operate restaurants. Patients value health care and are willing to pay for it, why should governments deliver
heavily subsidized health care? If they cannot afford health care, why not give them the money spent on the
current system and let them purchase what they think is most beneficial to them?

Figure 3is a suggestion for another possible justification for government intervention in the delivery
of curative services in rural areas. The fixed costs of opening a clinic in such areas is very high, and the
incomes of people are low. It is possible that delivering services in such an area would result in losses for
all providers even if they had a monopoly in a given rural area. The ideal government intervention in such
a situation is to have the government subsidize a private practitioner and then regulate the services that he
provides. This is common practice for veterinary care in Scandinavian countries. Veterinarians are given
stipends, houses and vehicles to operate private practices in under–served rural areas. However, prices and
practices are regulated.

African governments are not capable of effective regulation, and this is one of the reasons that govern-
ment provision of care has been so poor. However, it is possible that even without any regulation, giving
a fixed subsidy to a practitioner who operates in a rural area could increase the welfare of the population.
The cost of the fixed subsidy (ABCPm) is less than the net gain to the population from paying even the

7Vaccinations, non-patient related preventive care and health education present strong justifications for government intervention
that we do not discuss here. In addition, hospitalization should be covered by an insurance program for which there are good
justifications for government intervention.

16



l
l

l
l

l
l

l
l

l
l

l
l

l
l

l
l

l
l

l
l

J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J
J

DemandMR

AC

MCPc

Pm

A B

C

D

ABD is consumer surplus
ABCPm is transfer to monopolist
ABD>ABCPm

Figure 3: Natural monopoly in the delivery of rural services and the potential welfare gains of subsidized
monopoly

monopolist price (ABD). They would pay the monopolist price for health care (Pm) not the competitive
price (Pc), but would receive services that were not previously delivered. In this case, giving patients the
value of the subsidy (ABCPm) would not result in health care services being provided and the government
program is superior to a pure poverty alleviation program.

Whether or not this would work and whether or not the services provided would be of sufficient quality,
depends on the price elasticity of quality, something for which we have insufficient measures. However,
there is the strong possibility that this unregulated subsidy in the private market would be better than the
existing system.

Quality Improvement From the point of view of an institution that provides health services, the fact
that patients can recognize and respond to quality means that reforms intended to increase quality can have
a double benefit. First, all visitors to a center which increases its quality will benefit and secondly, new
patients will be attracted to this center. Patients who had previously incurred significant travel cost to avoid
the center will benefit from increased quality and decreased avoidance costs. Travel costs are a transaction
cost in the context of health seeking behavior. They reflect a willingness to purchase health care that is
transferred to other sectors of the economy (bus drivers, for example) and not retained in the health sector.
When patients bypass facilities that are equipped to handle their cases (but do not deliver the services due
to asymmetric information) this is a significant loss of value. (For discussion seeLeonard, ed(2000, pp.
xxxii–xxxiii) and Haile Mariam(2000), as well asLitvack and Bodart(1993)). Increases in quality that lead
to less bypassing are a unilateral reduction in waste.

Institutional Reform The assumption of this paper—that patients are forced to choose between imperfect
institutions—suggests the possibility for institutional reform. The major failing of the institutions that we
have discussed in this paper, and especially of government institutions, is that they do not address the
incentives of clinicians to provide quality care. Programs to increase quality tend to focus on training,
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equipment and pharmaceutical supply. We do not question the importance of these inputs, but if clinicians
have poor incentives to use these inputs, such programs are unlikely to have much impact.

Among the institutions from which patients can choose there are examples of institutions that, though
not perfect, are better than others; nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). In Cameroun and Tanzania
these are exclusively church–operated institutions. Although they deliver medicine in much the same way
as the government services, they pay more attention to incentives and the quality of care they deliver is
better.Mliga (2000) discusses some of the organizational practices that lead to this improvement in quality.
More generallyLeonard(2002) discusses mechanisms for extending the success of these organizations
by broadening their impact and using their skills to improve government services (see alsoGilson et al.,
1997). The success or failure of these mechanisms depends crucially on the reaction of patients to the new
institutional forms. Active patients is a theory that allows us to develop a framework for analyzing these
reactions.

Health Insurance The lack of comprehensive health insurance or even of private insurance is a severe
problem in Africa. There is no question that it imposes a significant burden on patients. However, health
insurance usually ties patients down to one particular institution. Although the insurance could be beneficial
overall, it will restrict the ability of patients to actively choose between practitioners for everyillness con-
dition. Thus, with health insurance, there will be an increase in sub-optimal matching of illness conditions
to providers. Clearly, if patients freely choose health insurance they are better off with health insurance.
We should be cautious of situations in which patients have to be forced to accept health insurance (which
is frequently the case) and some thought should be given to mechanisms which improve access without
suppressing choice.

Private Practice One of the more important and ongoing experiments in health care is that of privatization.
The analysis of privatization in the light of active patients is an important illumination of the power of this
theory. A rule–bound patient should be a discouraging prospect for any provider thinking of opening a
private practice. If patients do not understand quality and are not willing to pay for services that are more
expensive then the currently available government services, there is not much room for a private practitioner
to make a living. On the other hand, the private practitioner should be enthusiastic about selling goods and
services to the rational patient if markets are complete. If the quality of the services he sells are of sufficient
quality, he should be able to attract a large number of fee paying customers.

Private practice has yet to take off in Africa and has certainly not done so in the rural areas. In those
parts of the developing world where privatization has succeeded it specializes in selling certain types of
diagnostic tests (ultrasound exams, for example) and pharmaceutical supplies. Private practitioners do not
generally offer a broad range of services (Bennett, McPake and Mills, eds, 1997). If patients are so poor that
they cannot afford services even if they are offered at marginal cost, the failure of private practice does not
imply that the active patient model is not correct; active patients can be too poor to purchase private health
care. However, we observe relatively expensive NGO providers succeeding in the same conditions in which
private practitioners do not succeed.

Does the failure of private practice imply either that patients are too poor, or that patients are rule–bound
rather than rational? Not necessarily so, because it is possible for inefficient institutions to survive and pro-
vide services in an environment characterized by market failures where private practice cannot survive. Both
the traditional healer (who is a type of private practitioner) and government and NGO services have access
to particular mechanisms that allow them to provide and receive compensation for their services. Traditional
healers use thepay–only–if–curedcontract and government and NGO providers use hierarchical supervision
to insure quality. It is important to recognize that the fee for service contract with hierarchical supervision
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is not a balanced–budget contract.8 A private practitioner cannot use apay–only–if–curedcontract because
outcomes are difficult to observe and even more difficult to verify.9 Nor, however, can a private practitioner
use hierarchical supervision (or any form of broken budget contract) because he is not part of a hierarchy.
Thus private practitioners might fail where other types of providers would not.

This suggests two possible future lines of investigation on the prospects of privatization. Private practi-
tioners have traditionally been seen as the practice of an individual practitioner, but this does not have to be
the case. If practitioners can become part of a larger hierarchy they can potentially gain from the types of
contracts used in NGOs. This does not mean that they have to become employees of a large organization,
they might become active members in a medical association, or part of a network based on mutual referrals.
Such mechanisms do not currently exist in Africa, but this does not mean that they should not or could not.

The second line of inquiry is about the possibility of reputation overcoming the market failures that arise
from asymmetric information. The data examined inSection 2.3suggested that patients act as if they know
the level of quality available at any given center. This does not imply complete markets because patients
might know quality without being able to impact it. However, it does suggest that patients might be learning
about quality by observing outcomes over a long period of time. If this is so, then private practitioners
might succeed when patients have had the opportunity to learn about quality. We do not know how long
it takes for patients to evaluate the reputation at a given facility, or more importantly how long it takes for
patients to start responding to their beliefs about quality. If patients are rule–bound, then by definition, they
never learn about quality. However, if they do learn, but slowly, a private practitioner cannot hope to gain
sufficient return on his investment in a time frame that makes it worth his effort. Knowing how patients
learn is essential to answering this question.

4 Conclusions

We do not suggest that there is a fundamentally new idea contained in our view of active patients. The
model of such an actor has existed for at least three decades. Nor is there anything in the application of the
‘rational peasant’ to health care economics that is controversial or difficult to accept. None–the–less the two
existing models of patient behavior—the rule–bound patient and the rational–patient–in–complete–markets
view—ask different questions and see the data differently. In health policy circles in developing countries it
is the rule–bound patient theory that holds sway and the policy implications from this view are very different
from the policy implications that come from active patients.

The energy that patients exert in the search for health care is enormous. Patients learn about quality,
how it applies to different illnesses and about symptoms and their relationships to illness. They travel to
seek care, even bypassing closer facilities. When patients are not cured they travel even further in search
of cures. These energies should not be wasted in attempts to circumvent poorly designed institutions. In an
ideal policy setting these energies would be harnessed and turned into productive forces in the health care
system.

By viewing patients as rule–bound, these energies are ignored. When policy analysts assume that pa-
tients are rule–bound they often work against them. When fees are raised at government clinics, ministry
officials observe that patients are no longer attending and conclude that they are no longer seeking care. The
fees are dropped, and the reforms that could have been paid for with the extra revenue are shelved. In fact
patients were simply turning to other sources of health care, and if the reforms had been implemented they
might have returned and welfare would have increased (Leonard and Leonard, forthcoming).

8A balanced budget requires all payments from the patient to be equal to payments to the practitioner; a institution can pay the
practitioner less without collecting less or more without collecting more (seeHölmstrom, 1982; Clarke, 1971; Groves, 1973).

9Outcomes are non-contractible (McGuire, 2000, p. 499). Traditional healers have a unique solution to the non-contractibility
issue; patient believe that if they lie about outcomes they will be punished by the spirits that affected their cure (Leonard, 2003a).
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We have shown some empirical evidence which, though limited, should be sufficient to warrant a closer
look at the view of active patients. Two different data sets and empirical investigations have shown sophis-
ticated patients making informed decisions between health care providers that increase their welfare. It is
truly a mistake at this point to continue to view patients as passive participants in their own health care.
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