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Abstract

The present comparative study investigates health policy in two completely
different systems: the West German statutory health insurance system and the
British National Health Service. The period under consideration is 1948 to
1965. In both countries it represents a phase during which both the new NHS
and the re-introduced German insurance system are consolidated and shaped
for the years to come. In addition to the analysis of systemic structures, the im-
plementation of health policy is particularly foregrounded. Four thematic
fields provide the reference point for a comparison between the two countries:
tuberculosis as an „old“ disease, polio as a new challenge for health policy,
venereal diseases as a domain of health policy in which control and moral rep-
resentations are stressed, and finally, ante-natal care and infant health care, as
one of the most important fields of preventive care in public health. Along with
the four case-studies, the comparative analysis of the two systems clearly high-
lights context-specific features of health policy.

The influence of particular structures is a crucial element. The weak inte-
gration of curative and preventive as well as medical and social services in the
German Federal system can be quite consistently traced back to the tight link
of the health offer with the work realm. The re-establishment of employment-
bound services as a guiding principle entailed a completely different approach
to problems to that of the British NHS. This led, for example, to the fact that
services offered by the West German insurance companies were more ob-
viously tailored towards the needs of male breadwinners than NHS services. In
Britain, the NHS could generally better integrate social and medical offers.
Moreover, prevention, diagnostics and therapy were also within its province.
Strategies were repeatedly sketched about how one could better reach pregnant
woman or problematic target groups with special services. However the imple-
mentation of these strategies usually failed, either because of financial or co-or-
dination problems.

A permanent financial penury and a heavy dependence on the state budget
were the patent structural flaws of the British health system. They led to the
fact that almost no investments were made and the urgently needed expansion
of the inadequate system infrastructure was neglected. Until the mid-1960s,
this situation entailed increasingly grotesque irregularities for the patients.
These types of problems were almost unknown in the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, even though the beginning of the 1950s can hardly be described as an age
of affluence. Apparently then, many institutions and organisations within the
West German health system – bodies which otherwise proved rather inflexible
structures – nevertheless provided considerable financial leeway.

With regard to political steering possibilities, the German context met with
substantial difficulties linked to the number of actors involved in public health,
i.e. the Federal state and the German Länder, the public health system, the
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statutory health insurance physicians, the insurance companies and the hospit-
als. In contrast, the centrally organised system of the NHS remained a distinct
advantage. However both systems proved difficult to steer due to the influence
of individual actors. Doctors proved particularly dominant in both countries.
This phenomenon cannot be explained away by an appeal to the structural con-
ditions characteristic of the different health systems. Rather, the secular trend
towards an individualised, highly technicised medicine in the 1950s and 60s, as
characteristic of the entire Western world, appears to have been more determi-
nant. The lasting trust in medical progress coupled with physicians’ great social
prestige reinforced their powerful position in both systems.

In the course of the comparative analysis, fundamental cultural differences,
which go beyond structural differences and point towards the fundamental im-
prints of both societies, repeatedly emerge. The dichotomy between, on the
one hand, individual rights to freedom, which were emphasised in Britain, and
on the other hand, public welfare, which was strongly propounded by the Fed-
eral Republic health policy, can be detected in the domains investigated. In
Germany, this fundamental difference had been reinforced through the in-
fluence of the national socialist rule. In fact, the National Socialist past proved
an important constant during the first decades of the Federal Republic. Its in-
fluence could be felt both in the actors themselves and in the orientation of
health policy. The liberal tenor as well as the more significant participative cul-
ture prevalent in the British health system made for more openness towards
various interest groups. Simultaneously, however, this open-mindedness to-
wards patients was limited to theoretical considerations. Health services were
indeed perceived as an offer and a response to the needs of patients. In practice,
there was hardly any redressment when irregularities occurred, since financial
penury precluded any other priorities.

The analysis of both health systems as well as the implementation of health
policy in the four case-studies convincingly uncovers structural conditioning
and path dependencies, not to mention the influence of societal traditions in the
two countries.
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