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Abstract

Overuse of healthcare services is an increasingly reported issue in health systems worldwide. Given the breadth and importance of the 
subject, identifying strategies/tools that can prevent medical overuse is beneficial. The authors of this article believe that strategic 
purchasing, because of its high capabilities, is one of the tools that can help avoid medical overuse. Also, strategic purchasing and capable 
government stewardship can lead to the optimal use of resources and the promotion of the right services. In general, and by expressing 
some strategic purchasing features that contrast with the drivers of overuse, it can be concluded that strategic purchasing can be used as a 
synergistic tool, along with other tools, to prevent and even reduce the overuse of healthcare services. In addition, strategic purchasing and 
capable government stewardship can lead to the optimal use of resources and the promotion of the right services.
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1. Background
Although present in all systems, lack of resources is the 

most evident in health systems. Due to technological prog-
ress in the diagnosis and treatment of diseases, the need 
and demand for healthcare services is spiraling (1). Studies 
have outlined several reasons for the inappropriate use of 
resources in healthcare systems. Overusing health services 
is one of the most recognized reasons that lead to the loss 
of resources in all health systems worldwide (2). In the 
meantime, the evidence supports this idea that strategic 
purchasing is a valuable approach to reducing medical 
overuse in healthcare systems worldwide.

Looking at the World Health Organization framework 
(WHO, 2000) and its goals, we will see that one of the main 
three goals for every health system is the financial protec-
tion of people against healthcare costs (3). As a result, over-
use directly contradicts this goal and jeopardizes financial 
protection, but, most importantly, it imposes additional 
costs on patients and their families, putting them into cata-
strophic health expenditures (4). However, overuse only 
costs people money if they pay for their care directly. In the 
US (and in most European countries), patients are often not 
paying out of pocket for their care, and they may not bear 
the cost, but in those countries where the payment system 
is Out-of-Pocket (OOP), these costs can be significant.

2. Medical Overuse
Medical overuse is a common problem in health sys-

tems worldwide (5). Overusing healthcare services is 
“more harmful than beneficial, does not seem to increase 
the quality and quantity of life, imposes excessive costs 
on the patient and the healthcare system” (6). The over-
use of healthcare services, also called medical overuse, in-
cludes the overuse of testing and overtreatment. Overus-
ing testing may lead to over-diagnosis and an increased 
number of healthy people experiencing false positive 
results or incidentalomas. All these configure possible 
harms related to medical overuse. However, beyond 
those kinds of harm, another relevant feature of medical 
overuse is the cost to the patient, the family, the commu-
nity, and even the health system, and it is also essential to 
address it from this point of view.

3. Strategic Purchasing
The scarcity of resources is an ever-growing phenome-

non in the health sector worldwide. To address this need, 
planners and policymakers introduced a strategy that de-
rives the optimum outcomes at the lowest expenses. Ac-
cording to the World Health Organization- WHO- to reach 
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the desirable potential of SP, a health system stewardship 
should answer these questions: (1) What interventions, 
(2) at what price, (3) for who, (4) how, and (5) and from 
whom should be bought. One important dimension was 
recently added to these fundamental questions: 6- Who 
should buy? This highlights the importance of steward-
ship, especially in developing countries where govern-
ments have difficulty imposing their united stewardship.

To be more familiar with the idea of strategic purchas-
ing (SP), generally, SP is defined as the course of action 
of “planning, implementing, evaluating, and control-
ling strategic and operating purchasing decisions for 
directing all activities of the purchasing function toward 
opportunities consistent with the firm’s capabilities to 
achieve its long-term goals”, according to Carr and Smelt-
zer’ (7). in line with this, as mentioned above SP in health-
care is an approach that “implies a continuous search for 
finding means to take maximum advantage at the lowest 
cost and resources, in order to reach cost-effectiveness in 
the healthcare system” (8).

Furthermore, it has been proven that the amount of over-
used health services is climbing. Also, it has been shown that 
almost all stakeholders in the health system, including but 
not limited to physicians, patients, providers at any level, 
and the like, could drive the overuse of healthcare services; 
transparency of the role of service purchaser is of crucial 
importance (9). On the other hand, although it has been 
advised that strategic purchasing can speed up access to 
universal health coverage (UHC), the overuse of healthcare 
services is one of the issues that can delay achieving this cov-
erage. Bearing this in mind, avoiding overuse in healthcare 
services can accelerate the reach of UHC.

As discussed before, by knowing SP functional ques-
tions (Figure 1), one should consider the effectiveness 
of the strategic purchasing act in determining the right 
tools for reducing overuse in healthcare services.

Figure 1. The word cloud of the most important keywords in articles on 
medical librarianship and information extracted by the term frequency-
inverse document frequency (TF-IDF) algorithm

Figure 1. Six basic questions on strategic purchasing
The literature mentions the importance of strategic 

purchasing in other areas and the health field. A book 
published by the World Bank entitled “Public Ends, Pri-
vate Means: Strategic Purchasing of Health Services” 
states that if strategic purchasing and focus spending are 
not considered, the poor are the first group of people to 
be harmed. Also, considering universal health coverage, 
which seeks to increase low-income people’s access to ef-
fective services, strategic purchasing can be one of the 
most important tools for achieving universal coverage. 
This useful tool can reduce the over-utilized services and 
cover the under-utilized services more with the precise 
process it adopts. There is also evidence that strategic 
purchasing can increase health service performance, 
power of service purchasers, service quality, and accessi-
bility in the long term.

4. Medical Overuse and Strategic Purchasing
For those reasons, strategic purchasing can reduce over-

use of healthcare services.
A purchaser needs a range of information for strategic 

purchasing. This information includes awareness of the 
type and the amount of service required, required costs, 
and the population it covers. Pursuant to those require-
ments, the purchaser needs sufficient and reliable evi-
dence to collect this information to make the most suit-
able purchase. Consequently, it can be said that a good 
purchaser, using evidence-based decision-making, can 
purchase services with less evidence of overuse. However, 
most overused services are also sometimes appropriate 
(and even critically important), so most services could be 
important in a subset of the population and thus impor-
tant to purchase. However, they could still be overused (9, 
10).

In addition, the purchaser performs a series of actions 
in this purchase, which can directly or indirectly help 
prevent or reduce the service. These include prioritizing 
health services, putting incentives to prevent high-cost 
and ineffective services, paying low prices to providers 
offering high-cost but low-priority services, controlling 
overall spending with a global budget for diagnostic-
related groups, using a payment system based on perfor-
mance and quality, setting up co-payment for self-referral 
patients who are bypassing primary care, price bargain-
ing through solutions such as reference pricing or cost-
effectiveness data services.

Another problem with the overuse of healthcare servic-
es is to reduce the equity of the distribution of services 
because, in this case, resources are directed towards cost-
ly and less efficient services. On the contrary, one of the 
main goals of strategic purchasing is the fair distribution 
of services, increased efficiency, cost management, and 
improved service quality. As a result, when services are 
rendered more efficiently and cost-effectively, the distri-
bution of services leads to greater fairness.
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Another important issue in Medical overuse is the phy-
sicians’ induced demand (PID). One of the main driv-
ers of PID is financial incentives. Since one of the main 
focuses of SP is on costs, it can help the rational use of 
funds, which can reduce medical overuse. On the other 
hand, strategic purchasing can improve the efficiency of 
the health system by implementing defined rights and 
responsibilities for patients and purchasers, supporting 
purchasers and building more trust in them, Empower-
ing and supporting purchasers, and facilitating purchas-
ers’ access to local information and the needs and priori-
ties of the target community.

Ultimately, one of the main drivers behind the overuse 
of healthcare services is a need for more transparency in 
the delivery of services, lack of commitment, and conflict 
of interest among decision-makers. Strategic purchas-
ing and capable government stewardship have been 
launched to increase the transparency and accountabil-
ity of providers and purchasers to the target population.

5. Conclusions
In general, and by expressing some strategic purchas-

ing features that contrast with the drivers of overuse, it 
can be concluded that strategic purchasing can be used 
as a synergistic tool, along with other tools, to prevent 
and even reduce the overuse of healthcare services. In 
addition, strategic purchasing and capable government 
stewardship can lead to optimal use of resources and pro-
motion of the right services.
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