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OO0 OO O O Uncertainty can in part be attributed to lack of information. Actual and potential information
prob-lems in health care markets raise many economic questions. Sometimes information is unavailableto all
parties concerned. For example, neither gynecologists nor their patients may recognize theearly stages of cervical
cancer without a Pap smear. At other times, the information in question isknown to some parties but not to all, and
then it is the asymmetry of information that is problematic. The problems of information mean that careful
economic analysts must modify their methods.Standard analyses often assume that consumers have the necessary
knowledge about the quality ofthe food or the clothing that they purchase. People purchase beef as opposed to fish,
or cotton asopposed to nylon fabrics. They base their decisions on the characteristics of the goods, their prices,and
their abilities to bring pleasure to the buyers.The purchase of health goods and services departs substantively from
this model. Consumersmay not know which physicians or hospitals are good, capable, or even competent.
Consumers maynot know whether they themselves are ill or what should be done if they are. This lack of
informa-tion often makes an individual consumer, sometimes referred to as the principal, dependent on
theprovider, as an agent, in a particular way. The provider offers both the information and the service,leading to the
possibility of conflicting interests. Newhouse [ 20020 , for example, speaks of a healthcare "quality chasm" that
may be traced to both inadequate consumer information and to inadequatefinancial incentives. Health economics
must address the provision of health services in this context.
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