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Abstract

The United States leads the world in medical innovation.

The United States has contributed to more of the leading diagnostic and therapeutic innovations in
medicine than has any other nation. Even combining the European Union (EU) and Switzerland, which
collectively have approximately one-half billion residents, the United States outpaces this set of nations as a
group by a considerable amount (figure 18.1a).
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18.1a The United States has less than 65 percent of the population
of the EU and Switzerland but has produced approximately 50 percent
more top medical innovations
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Note: More than one couniry shares the credit for some innovations. Population figures are for 2009.

There is no one way to measure the nation’s worldwide role in medical innovation. Figure 18.1a is based
on a widely cited study of the most important medical diagnostic and therapeutic innovations developed
between 1975 and 2000. These were systematically evaluated by leading primary care physicians and ranked
by the effect of these innovations on patients. For some innovations, more than one country deserves credit.
Even so, the United States was the country of origin for 20 of the top 27 such innovations. This is almost
50 percent more innovations than from the EU and Switzerland combined, even though these countries
collectively have a population that is approximately 65 percent more than in the United States.

Researchers in the United States also were partially or solely responsible for nine of the top 10 such
innovations. This again is much more than the contribution made by the EU and Switzerland collectively.
Superiority in the United States can be measured in other ways. Of 99 recipients of the Nobel Prize
in medicine and physiology since 1948, 60 were from the United States and 41 were from EU countries,
Switzerland, Canada, Japan, and Australia. This group of countries collectively has a population more than
twice that of the United States. Much of the funding for basic research in the United States comes from the
National Institutes of Health (NIH), which spends approximately seven to 10 times as much as the countries
in Europe spend. The 30 billion dollars in NITH funding excludes a similar amount spent by the private sector
on some basic (but mostly applied) research. In the context of these enormous investments, the U.S. lead in
innovation might not be that surprising.
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18.1b The United States is responsible for more major pharmaceutical innovations
than the EU and Switzerland combined

Number of top 29 pharmaceutical innovations (1968-2007)
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Note: More than one couniry shares the credit for some innovations. Population figures are for 2009.

The United States also is superior to the EU and Switzerland in terms of the top 29 pharmaceutical
innovations developed in the 40 years starting in 1968 (figure 18.1b). This dominance in pharmaceutical
innovation can be attributed to the sizable investments made by the pharmaceutical industry into R&D.
The United States also dominates global funding for pharmaceutical R&D (figure 18.2a).
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